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Chapter 1 Sudden death 


Crimson drops of blood slid down the brick wall in the shadowed street, turning dark and 
viscous in the chilly night air of early March. Puddles of lurid red oozed across the cobblestones. 
The victim had been splattered everywhere, in pieces so small it was impossible to identify what 
they were. The forensic team, in the usual suits, masks, and booties, moved quickly to and fro 
beneath glaring lights, which contrasted sharply with the strange, dark shadows over the rest of 
the dimly lighted thoroughfare. 

"Seems like gallons of blood out there." Lieutenant Lucie Bisbee of the New Denver 
constabulary, standing next to the crime scene tape, shivered and rubbed a finger over the silver 
bar on the left shoulder epaulette of her navy uniform. 

"The human body contains approximately five quarts. That's not a lot," Captain Jack Lantern 
replied. "Maybe more than one victim got wasted." He assumed Lucie was shivering because of 
the cold; he'd never seen her squeamish about blood. 

"Jack the Ripper on steroids." 

Captain Jack shrugged. Lucie went in for black humor. It grated on him a little now, but 
only because he was never happy in confined spaces like this narrow street. 

A fleeting movement in the shadows to his right caught his eye, and he focused on a tiny 
wrought iron balcony on a building across the street. A man stood there, one gloved hand on the 
railing, watching the scene below. Jack squinted. Not surprising the locals would be curious 
about what happened on the street, but what intrigued him was the man's attire. Top hat, cane, 
black tails. The face was pale, reminding him of old, old movies about Dracula. 

"Willis," Jack said to a passing cop, "track the guy up on that balcony. See if he saw 
anything. And find out what he's doing in the costume. Could be an actor, but the theaters closed 
three or four hours ago." 


Dateline: March 21, 2170, New Denver Herald 

Early yesterday morning, on Dorset Street of the church-owned enclave of New London, a 
brutally mangled human body was discovered by a passing cyclist and reported to police, who so 
far have refused to make any comment on the murder. 


Captain Jack Lantern put down the newspaper and picked up his coffee. Of course, they 
hadn't made any comments. The body, and whatever clothes and identification it had been 
wearing, were so badly chewed up that Forensics hadn't yet found a name to attach to it all. They 
were working on the problem but he didn't expect to get any answers from the lab upstairs for 
another day or two. And he was in no hurry to offer any theories about method or motive. Not 
until he had all the facts. 

Jack put the empty coffee mug on the desk, grabbed his well-worn tan cowboy hat off the 
filing cabinet and walked out into the main office area. 

He stuck his head into his sidekick's office. "Annie, you coming?" 

She erupted out of her chair, a trim woman with short, curly, red hair and fire in her big, 
blue eyes. "Don't call me that! It's Lieutenant Bisbee to you, Pumpkin!" 

"Oh, temper, temper," was Jack's mild response. "Was that four-a.m. call yesterday too early 


for your delicate constitution?" 
"It wasn't the hour; it was all the damn blood," she snapped. 

Little Orphan Annie was always so neat, Jack thought, watching her shrug into her jacket. 
Unlike him, she paid attention to the rules and the dress code. If he cared to look, which he 
didn't, he'd probably see that her shoes were even freshly polished. He wore sneakers most of the 
time, so that he didn't have to bother with such petty details. He'd had to cut his black hair to 
regulation length, though. The Chief had said that wearing it in a single braid down his back was 
pushing his luck. 

"Come on," Jack said. "Let's have another look at the murder scene. Forensics said they 
hosed it down and took away the crime tape." 

They exited the downtown high-rise and walked a couple of blocks to the New London 
district. This replica of an ancient part of London, England, had been created by the church 
nearly a hundred years before, as a reaction to the predominantly scientific and technological 
specialties of New Denver. The BOBS claimed that such buildings, which they said were without 
elevators or electricity, represented the ideal way of living. 

"Fake horses!" Lucie muttered, as a horse-drawn carriage rattled past them. 

"But real robots," Jack replied. So much for the BOBS hating technology. He suspected the 
buildings did have elevators, electricity, and every other convenience, though there was no way 
of telling from the outside. He hadn't had the opportunity to check the interiors; no crime had 
been committed in the area during his time on the force. The BOBS policed the area with their 
own deacons, so the Chief said. But perhaps this killing would open some doors for him. 

"This used to be Larimer Square, you know, way back before the war, and before the BOBS 
got hold of it," Lucie said. "The city fathers of the day set it up as sort of a museum to preserve 
the original nineteenth-century buildings." 

She'd obviously been reading history again. That was her favorite subject, so she said, 
though she claimed to read anything she could get her hands on, when she had the time. Not him. 
The only time he bothered was when the text offered some kind of problem that would exercise 
his brain. 

Lucie was talking about the Mahoud-Earth War, of course, which ended way back in 2033. 
Plenty of things had changed in the last hundred and forty years, including amazing experiments 
on life extension. But, at age forty, he didn't expect to benefit by it, and he dismissed all the 
excited speculation on the news services about humans achieving immortality. Give me some 
facts, he thought. Give me some facts and then I might believe it. 

Jack glanced up, already feeling squeezed by the confines of the little street and the tall, 
narrow, brick buildings which opened directly onto it. Above these three- and four-storied 
buildings loomed the sky-piercing spires of the enormous First Universal Church of the Brothers 
of Boundless Space. The church and its grounds covered a square city block on the edge of New 
London. The BOBS had gone all out to achieve historical authenticity; the exterior was built of 
granite blocks and designed in every detail to look like ancient European cathedrals. 

The interior of the church, so he had heard, was sumptuous with gold, silver, jewels, satin, 
and paintings. He wouldn't mind having a look at what the BOBS considered appropriate decor, 
but he'd never been interested enough to make a point of it. Besides, if he stuck his nose inside 
the huge, carved, double doors of the imposing church, one of the Brothers would probably start 
bugging him to join. Not a chance! For one thing, he wasn't a joiner, and for another, the BOBS 
were apparently dead set against card-playing. 

They arrived at the crime site. All the flayed bits of human anatomy were gone, along with 


the blood which had been splattered everywhere. A few pedestrians were wandering the street. 
Tourists, from the look of them. One of the few things he knew about the BOBS, aside from the 
fact that it was almost the only religion still extant, was that they ran guided tours of New 
London. 

Lucie said, "Whoever offed the victim sure wanted him very dead. Or her." 

"Might have been an accident," Jack said. 

Lucie raised her eyebrows but said nothing. 

"What if it was a bomb? Could have been some fanatic intending to blow himself up and 
take a few other people with him. Maybe he triggered the bomb too early." 

Lucie shook her head. "Nobody reported hearing a bomb going off." 

"Yeah, but how do you explain the condition of the body? It would have taken hours for a 
man to hack a body into those little pieces, not to mention he'd have been covered in blood 
himself. This is supposed to be a quiet area at night, but it can't be that quiet. Somebody would 
have seen it." 

Jack paced back and forth, scanning the crime area. Forensics rarely missed anything, but it 
could happen. 

And they had missed something this time. There, by the wall, a glimmer of red caught his 
eye. He bent, picked it up with the tweezers he always carried for that purpose, and gave it a 
closer look. 

Lucie was at his shoulder. "Soaked in blood. Might be a piece of bone. Or maybe kidney, 
but a lot smaller than bite-size." 

Jack shook his head. "Take a closer look. That's not blood; it's nail polish." 

"So it is!" She peered at his find. "Could be either fingernail or toenail. It was ripped off, 
though, not cut." 

He took a glassine evidence envelope from his pocket and dropped the sliver of nail into it. 
"I have another idea about the killing. You must have read about the Hyborg, Charger. He could 
have torn a body into pieces like that. Think of his fangs and those swords he used. Think of the 
size of the man! Think of the Lycans that went everywhere with him." 

"Jack, Charger was in the Mahoud-Earth War, which was a hundred and forty years ago! He 
must be long dead. Anyway, didn't the government get rid of all the Hyborgs and their Lycans?" 

"That's what we were told," Jack said. "At least, that's what I read in history books when I 
was in school. But how do we know it's true? History books are usually written by conquerors 
who have clear ideas about what the unwashed populace should be told and what should be kept 
quiet." 

Lucie shrugged. "We could never prove whether Charger is dead, one way or the other. But 
blaming a Hyborg sounds pretty far-fetched to me. From everything I've read, there just aren't 
any around anymore." 

They continued pacing the area. A woman emerged from a small gift shop and stared at 
them for a moment before walking away. She no doubt knew about the murder and, since he and 
Lucie were in uniform, it probably looked like they were hoping for an inspiration to suddenly 
appear, for the answer to come floating down from the sky or up out of the cobblestones. But 
Jack liked to get a feeling for the crime scene, for how it would have looked and felt to someone 
there. While they walked, he thought about Charger. 

Back in 2030, so the story went, Charger had been just plain Henry, a patriotic but autistic 
young man with an extraordinary talent for math. He'd joined up to fight the savage aliens 
attacking Earth, and volunteered for conversion into a Hyborg. Hyborgs were powerful, twice the 


size of the average man, with scaly armor, and so ugly that their mere appearance terrified most 
people. They had been programmed to kill aliens, but also to help and protect humans. 
Therefore, aside from the fact that Charger was likely long dead, why would he attack a human? 

However, no matter what Lucie thought, Charger and his Lycans would have been capable 
of destroying a body by shredding it. A bomb would have had the same effect. "Let's go back to 
the office," Jack said. "See if Forensics has any answers yet." 

"T'll check on the Hyborg question," Lucie said, "even if the possibility is so remote it might 
as well be a fantasy." 

"Good idea," Jack said. After all, when the impossibilities were eliminated, what was left 
had to be the truth. And Lucie would do a thorough job. She had to; her position was hanging by 
a thread. Not that there was anything wrong with either her or her work, but the department 
really didn't need the position that he'd convinced the Chief to create. 

They arrived back in the lobby of the high-rise office building and Jack pressed the button 
for the elevator. But the department would survive and so would Lucie. She was smart enough 
and desperate enough to make herself indispensable, what with a massive house mortgage 
hanging over her head and a crazy mother that New Denver's crowded nursing homes so far 
hadn't been able to accommodate. 

Jack spent the next few hours reading through the reports of various officers involved in the 
New London investigation. He managed to refrain from nagging Forensics until early afternoon. 
His nagging did no good, anyway; Forensics was not yet ready to commit themselves to facts. 

Frustrated, he went next door to Lucie's office. "Any luck on Charger?" 

Lucie ran a hand through her auburn curls. "None. But there has to be some information out 
there, because I was being stonewalled." 

"No kidding! You sure?" 

"Listen, Jack, I know about stonewalling. My mother does it all the time. Won't answer 
questions, or answers with more questions. Mumbles, changes the subject." 

He had to concede the point. 

"Okay, if you don't have enough clout to get answers, I won't even bother trying. This is 
something the Chief needs to do." 

He found Chief Adam Nevin in his office, and made his request. 

"Jack, you're losing it," Nevin said. 

"No, I'm just following up on a possibility. Can you say for sure all the Hyborgs are dead? 
After all, they were created by some pretty damn sophisticated technology. We don't know if it 
included greater longevity than normal for humans, but with what the researchers are coming up 
with these days, it certainly could have." 

Nevin sighed. "I don't know squat about the Hyborgs." 

"Well, can you find out? There seems to be a mystery here. Some kind of secret that nobody 
wants to reveal." 

"Yeah, I'll find out." Chief Nevin straightened his middle-aged pudgy body and picked up a 
communicator. "Not because I think your idea is worth shit, but I'd kind of like to know about 
the Hyborgs myself. Lucie got me thinking about it." 

"I know it's a long shot," Jack said, "but even if it's only remotely possible, I need to know." 

"Understood." The Chief looked up at Jack. "When are you going to marry Lucie? The two 
of you would make a perfect couple. And you wouldn't have to live by yourself in that big old 
house." 

It was Jack's turn to sigh. He didn't want to marry Lucie. He didn't want to marry anyone. He 


walked to the door, then turned back for a last word. "Wouldn't work. She breathes and I don't 
like anybody breathing in my space." 

Adam Nevin snorted, then began pressing buttons on the communicator. 

Satisfied, Jack put the battered cowboy hat back on and headed home to his equally battered 
old ranch house up in the hills west of New Denver. He ditched the uniform, poured himself a 
neat scotch, and relaxed in an over-stuffed chair in the glassed-in half of his veranda. As soon as 
the weather warmed up, he'd start using the open half, where he got fresh mountain air along 
with the view. It was his favorite part of the house. He could sit there and enjoy the vast 
landscape of mountains and plains with the wide sky above, and the lights of the city twinkling 
below. It helped him to focus, to clear his mind of trivia. 

He leaned back in the threadbare chair, enjoying the silence. Visitors were rare; he didn't 
like having his train of thought interrupted, either. 

It was Lucie's comment about Jack the Ripper that had made him think of Charger as the 
perp. "The Ripper" was a popular name for the unidentified serial killer generally believed to 
have been active in the poor areas in and around the Whitechapel district of London in 1888. 
There'd been other nicknames, too. But it was highly unlikely that such a killer was involved 
with this case in New London. While it was true that Jack the Ripper had mutilated the bodies of 
his victims, he'd done so in a very mild way compared to what had happened in Dorset Street. 

Charger, who had been acknowledged a hero in the Mahoud-Earth War, was probably too 
much of a long shot. Pretty damned unlikely that he could be alive after so many years, in spite 
of science. Even military science, which sat on a lot of things they didn't want to share with the 
general public. But Jack had been a cop for too long to dismiss wild possibilities without 
checking. He poured himself another scotch and returned to gaze at the city of lights on the plain 
below. 

It wasn't only the BOBS church that spanned an entire city block; many other buildings did 
so as well, and rose hundreds of stories into the air. Mass transit was the way to go if you lived in 
the city, but Jack still drove his old, green Range Rover when he could. It took a lot of work in 
these modern days to remain individual and independent. School children met for sports and 
some projects, but mostly they plugged into a global web that taught them everything they 
needed to know, including the current propaganda. How could anyone expect these kids to come 
up with an original thought if they weren't out experiencing the world? 

Hunger drove Jack into the kitchen, where he dialed up his favorite tamales. Too much 
starch, too much cheese. But what the hell; he'd given up guilt years ago. 

Another hour in the sunroom, staring at the stars overhead, netted him no insights, and no 
fresh ideas, either. He rose. Time to give the brain a rest from the case and give it some exercise 
at the same time. 

Poker was the game he played for fun, and he enjoyed observing and analyzing other 
players, but you couldn't beat chess as a way to learn strategy and to shut out the rest of the 
world. 

In a dark corner of the living room stood a small, polished wooden table which held a chess 
board. On either side of the table was a comfortable, padded chair, and above, a low light which 
illuminated the table but nothing else. Here, he played chess against himself with the aim of 
giving his brain cells free rein on a game with endless possibilities. 

The current game had been in progress for a couple of weeks. Jack sat on the white side of 
the board, which had the next move, and analyzed the position of the pieces. He reviewed the 
various pitfalls that might pop up, exploring moves and ideas, backtracking and generally 


meandering, digging deeply to figure out how things should proceed. He did not care which side 
won; it was merely a way of honing his analytical skills. 

Two hours and three moves later, Jack retired to his bedroom, his mind relaxed and ready 
for sleep. In bed, his breathing slowed as the bed warmed and the lights automatically dimmed 
throughout the house. 


Chapter 2 Moriarty 


Jack tossed his hat on top of the filing cabinet and put his coffee container on the desk. He'd 
barely had time for the first invigorating sip when the door opened and Fred Dixon from 
Forensic walked in. 

"You got info for me on the New London case?" Jack asked. 

"Yeah." Fred sat across from him and took one of Jack's cards out of the box on the desk. 

Jack sighed, knowing what was coming. He could pull rank, sure, but it didn't pay to piss off 
Forensics. 

Fred grinned at him. "Jack O. Lantern, huh? You go trick or treating with your sidekick? 
What's her name again? Hallowe'en?" 

"Little Orphan Annie doesn't observe that old tradition." 

The tech laughed. "Didn't know you had a nickname for her." 

"All part of the service." Lucie would be more than pissed with him for telling Fred. The 
news could be all over the building by noon, depending on what kind of mood Fred was in. Well, 
she'd have to deal with it. She didn't have much choice, any more than he did. 

"[ never met anybody by the name of Lantern before," Fred said. 

"Oh, it goes way, way back to medieval days," Jack said. "You know what it means, right? 
A protective enclosure for a light source." 

"You're shitting me," Fred said. 

"Not at all. We don't use candles or kerosene-filled lanterns anymore because electricity is 
so cheap and comes in so many forms. But the name still fits, because it shields the people 
around me from the shining brilliance of my brain." 

"Jesus! Now I've heard everything!" Fred lost the silly grin and assumed a serious 
expression. "Just wanted to let you know we found two different DNA traces on the site. One's 
gotta be the victim, since it was everywhere." 

"Got names to match?" 

Fred shook his head. "No, the computer hasn't finished the comparison. We'll have it later 
today and I'll bring you the paperwork." 

Everybody's DNA was available now, recorded at birth. Lucie said she'd read about the big 
stink that happened when the world government passed that law a hundred years ago, but these 
days nobody thought much about it. Having the information made it a lot easier to pin crimes on 
those who'd committed them, and to identify accident victims or old human remains, not to 
mention the ordinary needs for identification. 

The tech pushed back his chair and rose. "Don't know why you guys still want a paper 
record of everything. You do use computers, am I right? Or is it still quill pens and ink?" 

"As long as the case is open, the Chief likes everything backed up six ways from Sunday," 
Jack said. "Once it's closed, we get rid of the paper." 

Fred left and Jack sat back to decide on his next move. The case shouldn't prove difficult, 
once they had names matched with the DNA. Except they'd still have to find the family of the 
victim and let them know what happened, and arrest the owner of the second DNA trace. Judges 
liked to know about circumstances, motive and intent, too. And he wanted to get the final pieces 
of the puzzle in place for his own satisfaction, to see if they confirmed his deductions. Usually 
they did, but sometimes he got a surprise. The possibility of a surprise kept him from getting too 
bored. 


It occurred to him that he hadn't heard anything from Willis, the detective, about the man 
he'd seen standing on the balcony and watching Forensics work the murder scene. But Willis was 
out somewhere. And Lucie wasn't in her office either. 

Jack grabbed his hat and headed for New London. Another look around couldn't hurt. It was 
good to get outside again, into the sunny, crisp air of early spring. He could tolerate his office 
because he had a window with a half-decent view of the city, but it drove him nuts that he wasn't 
able to open it. The all-important internal climate system wouldn't tolerate open windows, so 
he'd been told. By the time he quit muttering to himself about bureaucracy and what some people 
called 'progress,' he was back on the cobblestones of Dorset Street. 

A dozen tourists came toward him from the other end of the short street, led by a tall man in 
black top hat and tails, the crisp, white ruff at his throat and the silver head of his cane flashing in 
the sunlight. The guy looked familiar. Maybe it was the man he'd seen on the balcony the night 
of the murder. 

The man with the cane gathered the tourists around the site of the killing. He recounted the 
late 1800s story of Jack the Ripper and the many gruesome murders he was supposed to have 
committed. After his tale was finished, he announced, to a chorus of shocked gasps from his 
audience, that they were standing on the site of a very recent brutal and bloody murder. 

The tourists began chattering among themselves and taking photographs. Jack stepped 
forward and showed his badge to the leader, who looked startled. His face was so pale that, for a 
moment, Jack thought he was terrified. Then he realized the man was wearing makeup. His face 
was dead white, emphasizing the black makeup around his eyes, reminiscent of old Dracula 
movies, or Boris Karloff in horror movies. 

"My name's Captain Jack Lantern, of the police," Jack said. "I'm investigating the killing 
that took place here a couple of days ago. You look a lot like the guy who was watching from 
that balcony up there when the investigation was taking place." 

"Oh, no, it couldn't have been me," the man said. His voice seemed a little high-pitched, as 
though he might be nervous. 

"Same clothes," Jack said. "Can I have your name, please?" 

The man cleared his throat. "Charles Reynolds. And there are several of us who lead tourist 
parties around New London. It must have been one of the others you saw." 

Reynolds was lying; he was sure of it. Besides, he knew from playing poker, that the throat 
clearing could be a sign of a player lying. "Do you all wear the same costume?" 

"Yes, of course. New London is a replica of the British London of the 1880s, and we all 
have to dress in late Victorian fashion." The man polished the silver knob on his cane with 
gloved hands. 

"At four o'clock in the morning?" Jack raised his eyebrows. "I know there are inns and pubs 
in this area, but it seems a little late to be ferrying tourists through them." 

"Oh, indeed!" Reynolds said, nodding. "The latest tours are over by midnight. Possibly the 
guide you saw decided to participate in the night life while still in costume." He glanced at his 
group and saw the tourists were showing signs of restlessness. "I have to get back to work. These 
people paid for a full tour." 

Jack decided to let it go. As soon as he got the DNA matches, he'd be able to finish up the 
case. If there were more questions, he now had the man's name and his connection to the church. 
He'd be easy to find. 

The tourist group moved on, and Jack leaned against a wall and stared at the street. It 
seemed an odd place for such violence. Most premeditated murders took place indoors, behind 


locked doors, and sometimes were not discovered for weeks. So, had this been a spur-of-the- 
moment killing? A vicious quarrel that erupted unexpectedly? 

Jack shook his head and headed back to the office. The condition of the victim bothered 
him. It had to be the result of an explosion. But how? And why? 


Q 


Around mid-afternoon, Fred Dixon came down from Forensics, a sheaf of paper in one 
hand, a container of coffee in the other. "You better get a coffee, Jack, you'll need it." 

"Why? The DNA turn up some interesting names?" 

Fred shook his head. "No. It turned up only one name." 

"But that's impossible!" Jack stared at Fred, trying to decide if the guy was yanking his 
chain. But he looked dead serious. Jack pressed a button on the intercom and snapped, "Bring me 
a coffee, tall, with cream. Now!" 

"Complain to the computer," Fred said. "We've checked and double-checked. The victim's 
DNA belonged to a guy named Thomas Avery. The other DNA, and there's damn little of it, 
doesn't match with anybody in the records. Any records, anywhere." 

"But I thought the DNA of every human being in existence since 2070 is in those records." 
Jack's office door opened. An aide set a tall coffee at his elbow, then quickly retreated. 

"Me, too," Fred said. "This is the weirdest thing I've seen since I started working for the 
department, and that's thirty years ago." 

Jack sipped his coffee. For a change, it was just like he wanted it. Maybe he should use that 
strident tone of voice more often. Then he sat back. "Did you find any trace of explosives in that 
mess?" 

"Nope. None. Which is the second weirdest thing I've seen in my career. Thought for sure it 
was somebody strapped a bomb to himself." 

"So did I," Jack said, "so did I. Anything weird about the victim?" 

"All I know is what's in the records," Fred said. "Avery was a sergeant in the military. Based 
at the airfield south of here." 

Jack gazed out the window for a few seconds. "Yeah, those who live by the sword get shot 
by those who don't." 

"Huh?" 

"Just thinking out loud," Jack said. "Well, I'll track down Avery's boss and his family and so 
on, find out if there was any reason somebody wanted him dead. But this unidentified DNA has 
me stumped." 

Fred rose and tapped his finger on the papers he'd put on the desk. "The rest of the stats are 
there." 

"Okay," Jack said. "Thanks. And I'm going to call the perp 'Moriarty’." 

"Morrie who?" 

"Moriarty. I guess you never read any of the Sherlock Holmes stories. Moriarty was Holmes' 
nemesis, his archenemy. And whoever killed Avery is mine." 

Fred stopped at the door. "What's the O stand for?" 

"You mean on my card? Owen." 

"Oh hell," Fred said, "I thought it might stand for ‘orange.’ Pumpkins, you know. Pumpkins 
are orange." 


Chapter 3_Stonewalled 


Lucie folded herself into Jack's guest chair. "You're not going to believe this. The Chief just 
told me that Charger, the Hyborg, is alive and well and living at the military base south of the 
city." 

"I knew it!" Jack exulted. "I knew it! And he's Moriarty. He has to be." 

"So, are we going out there?" 

"Damn right!" Jack rose, and took his Colt semi-automatic out of a desk drawer. "We need 
to get the details on Thomas Avery anyway. This way we'll only have to make one trip." 

"Are you still carrying that Colt?" Lucie asked. "You know it's illegal." 

Jack loaded the pistol and holstered it. "Yeah, I know. Regulation 47B says we all have to 
use smart guns." 

"So, why don't you?" 

"Because smart guns aren't smart; they're stupid." Jack sat down again. Now that they knew 
the identities of both victim and perp, there was no need to rush. "What if the battery dies?" 

"Keep it charged up." 

"Suppose it's the kind of gun that responds to your finger print," Jack said. "And then 
suppose you cut your trigger finger and you're wearing a Band-Aid. The gun isn't going to fire." 

"Then take the Band-Aid off." Lucie sounded impatient. 

"In the two seconds it takes me to do that, I could be dead. Or whoever I'm trying to protect 
could be dead. And what if the glue from the Band-Aid messes up the print on my finger?" 

"You're splitting hairs. The Chief will have your ass if he finds out." 

Jack grinned. "The Chief already knows. And he'll leave my ass alone because I'm the best 
detective he's ever worked with. I get results. I find answers for him. And it's just about to 
happen again, so quit worrying about the regulations." 

"I wish I could," Lucie said. "I hate red tape and regs as much as you do. In my not-so- 
humble opinion, there are way too many so-called "safety controls" applied to how we operate. 
But I can't afford to give the Chief any excuse for firing me." 

"I hear you." He knew how much Lucie was weighed down by her obligations to mortgage 
payments and the care of her screwball mother. He also knew the department didn't really need 
Lucie as a full-time detective. Half-time would have been enough, if they ever hired part-time 
people, which they didn't. Regulations again, he suspected. You had to be fully committed to this 
kind of job or you didn't have a job. 

He rose again. "Okay, let's go. And we'll take the Rover. Time it had a little exercise on an 
open road." 

"Open road?" Lucie scoffed. "It's like twenty miles of suburbs, Jack. Be faster to take the 
train." 

"We're not in a hurry, are we? Anyway, it's a nice day for a drive. The sun shining, the sky 
blue. All that neat nature stuff." If he had his way, he'd live in a cabin way back in the 
mountains, surrounded by all that neat nature stuff and play a lot of chess. But he had a 
mortgage, too. 

"It's freezing cold out there," Lucie said, grabbing her coat from the rack just inside her 
office door. "The temperature was actually below the freezing mark this morning, plus there's a 
wind blowing off those mountain glaciers." 

Jack took another look at her coat as they got in the elevator to go below ground to the 


parking level. "Is that a real fur collar? Or fake?" 

"Wolf fur," Lucie said. "I don't buy plastic if I can help it." 

"Good," Jack said, "I admire a woman who kills her own clothing." When she didn't 
respond, he turned to look at her. 

"What?" she asked. "Was I rolling my eyes out loud?" 

It was not until they were out of the downtown area and into the suburbs that Jack spoke 
again. "How are things at home?" 

"A shrink might be fascinated with the situation. I'm just frustrated." Lucie sighed. "My 
mother's entire world revolves around herself, which means that when I'm home, I do a lot of 
listening. But lately she's going in for hallucinations, which of course she has to describe in lurid 
and lengthy detail." 

"Should I ask what they are?" 

Lucie sighed again. "This week it's been strangers breaking into the house and stealing food 
from the fridge. I know it's not happening because I've got every kind of security lock on the 
place you could imagine. And there's never any food missing." 

"Sounds like a narcissist. Always looking for another way of getting attention." 

"T'll probably hear the same story again tonight when I get home," Lucie said. "But if we can 
close this case, I'll be able to stay home over the weekend and she'll be fine for those days. And 
maybe for one or two after." 

"No hope yet of getting her into a care facility?" Out of the corner of his eye, Jack caught 
Lucie shaking her head. 

"No, nothing yet. We've regained all the population we lost in the Mahoud-Earth War. Even 
the emigration to New Eden, Mars, and Crest hasn't solved the problem of too many elderly 
people to look after. And all the successes the scientists are having with extending life aren't 
helping. Everybody over sixty is volunteering for the experiments and that means we have even 
more old people." 

Jack turned off on the side road leading to the military base, and stopped at the gate. The 
corporal on guard duty glanced at his badge, then looked again. 

"Jack O. Lantern?" he said. "You have to be kidding me." 

"I'm not," Jack said. "You want to see my driver's license?" 

The young corporal glanced at Lucie. "And this would be Casper the Ghost?" 

Lucie handed the guard her badge. 

The guard took a good look at both badges and handed them back, shaking his head. "If it 
was me, I'd change it. Public parking is over there on the right." 

As they got out of the Rover, Lucie asked, "So why don't you change your name? You must 
get tired of people making jokes about it." 

"Sometimes." Jack clicked the doors closed. "But it can be useful. While a suspect is 
laughing at my name I can check him out and he doesn't realize what I'm doing. Take that young 
corporal who waved us in; he's from New York state." 

Lucie looked startled. "How do you know?" 

"Just a faint inflection in his voice when he pronounced 'Casper'. I recognized the accent. 
Also, he's newly divorced." 

"Go on! You can't possibly have gleaned that kind of information in sixty seconds." 

Jack smiled at her. "When he handed me the badges he did so with his left hand. There was 
a pale circle of skin on his ring finger, whereas the rest of his hand was tanned. Obviously, he's 
recently removed a wedding ring." 


"You're good," Lucie said. "Now, can we get inside? I'm going to turn into a block of ice if 
we stand around out here in the cold wind." 

"But wait, there's more. I noticed that the guard moved with a slight shift of his body weight 
to the right. Since he wasn't limping, that shift made me look for a reason, which I found. Just 
behind his right temple and above his right ear, there was a small scar, obviously from a gunshot 
wound to the head." 

"Do you know who shot him?" Lucie demanded. 

"I'm not that good! Might have been an accident. Or he might have been fighting in one of 
the small so-called skirmishes that come up now and again around the world. I told you that he 
handed our badges back with his left hand and, when he did so, a tattoo under his sleeve was 
exposed for a second. The tattoo was of the 82nd flight brigade, so the gunshot wound was likely 
part of wartime experience." Jack grabbed Lucie's elbow to prevent her walking toward the 
building. "I'm not done yet." 

"What?" 

Jack grinned. "When the guard leaned across me to examine your badge, I noticed a slightly 
acidic smell from his breath, which indicated a nervous reaction when he looked at you. I suspect 
he found you attractive enough to make him nervous." 

"Bullshit!" 

"Nope. When he straightened up, he squared his shoulders and walked away with a more 
masculine attitude. Also, he walked slower than when he approached us, so he was probably 
trying to think of some clever way of asking you for a date." 

"Now that last idea is pure conjecture!" Lucie paused. "And so is your theory about him 
wearing a wedding ring. It could have been a signet ring." 

"Maybe so," Jack said, "But I noticed something else as he turned away from us. His gun 
was holstered on the left side of his belt with the gun grip facing forward. That means he would 
draw his weapon with his right hand by reaching across his belly, which is not the usual way. It 
suggests to me that he damaged his right elbow so that he can't now draw from his right side." 

Lucie pounced. "Got you! If he was using his left hand to take and hand back our badges, 
maybe he's left-handed." 

"No way," Jack said. "I also said the gun grip was facing forward, which means he'd draw 
with his right hand. I stick to my theory of wounded right elbow. Oh, and one last thing, Little 
Orphan Annie. You handed him your badge, with your hand palm up, rather than displaying it in 
the usual forceful manner, palm down and shoved in his face. I'd say you found the guard 
attractive and your body language showed it." 

"I'm impressed. Now, can we get on with the job?" Lucie's cheeks were flushed, and Jack 
felt quite sure that if she kept blushing, at least her face was in no danger of freezing, no matter 
what she claimed. 

At the front desk, Jack asked for Sergeant Stewart. "We have an appointment with him." 

"Names, please?" the man behind the desk asked, without looking up. 

"Captain Jack Lantern and Lieutenant Lucie Bisbee." 

The man looked up and blinked, then began to smile. He said, "Sergeant Stewart don't go in 
for trick or treating." Then his phone rang. He scowled, waved his hand, and said, "Down the 
hall there, second door on the right." 

"You almost got off free that time," Lucie muttered, as they headed down the hall. 

"My lucky day, obviously." 

Sergeant Stewart turned out to be Sergeant Nancy Stewart, with dark hair curling around her 


collar and a friendly expression on her face. They introduced themselves to her, and handed her 
their cards. 

She looked carefully at the cards, but didn't react to the names. "You're here about Sergeant 
Avery's death?" 

"In part," Jack replied. "Does he have family that needs to be notified or is that part of your 
routine when there's a death?" 

"We've already taken care of it," Sergeant Stewart said. "His parents are very upset. 
Naturally they want to know why he was killed and who's to blame. As I do. Avery was a friend 
of mine. Have you discovered that information yet? Surely there must have been witnesses." 

Jack shook his head. "I have to say no to both questions. No witnesses have come forward, 
but we certainly will find out who killed Avery and why." 

"I'm glad to hear it," the sergeant said. 

"What was Avery like as a person? Belligerent? Likely to have enemies?" 

"No." Sergeant Stewart leaned back in her chair, her hands in her lap. "Thomas was never 
belligerent. Basically, he was friendly with everybody and easy to work with, or so I've been told 
by everyone I asked." 

"So, you've been doing your own investigation?" Lucie asked. 

"The military has always taken responsibility for the welfare of its men. Besides, everybody 
here wants to know what happened," the sergeant said. "Thomas was one of the good guys, and 
he was well-liked. The consensus of opinion says it must have been an accident." 

"It might have been," Jack said. "At first, because the body was totally destroyed, we 
thought the victim might have been wearing a bomb, which he accidently triggered. But no 
traces of explosives have been found. Which makes me lean toward deliberate murder rather 
than accident. And a very vicious murder, at that." 

"I find that hard to believe," Sergeant Stewart said. "But surely by now you've found the 
perpetrator through traces of DNA." 

"No, we haven't." He leaned forward. "We found a second trace of DNA in addition to that 
belonging to Avery. But the owner is not listed in the world records. The DNA is from someone 
who's never been registered." 

Sergeant Stewart looked surprised. "But that's impossible." 

"Is it?" Jack said. "Has Charger's DNA ever been recorded?" 

Silence reigned for a moment. Then the sergeant said, "I know that he was born years before 
the world government began recording DNA for every human. But surely, with all the operations 
that were done to convert him to a Hyborg, that would have been accomplished. And he is a 
soldier, after all. Regulations dictate that everyone's DNA be a matter of record." 

"You'd think so," Lucie said, "but perhaps not. We know that he's here on the base, by the 
way." 

"And," Jack continued along that line of thought, "from all the stories I've heard about 
Charger, he doesn't take kindly to regulations." He sat up straighter in his chair. "Can you tell us 
why Charger is here? What are his duties?" 

"I can't answer those questions," the sergeant said firmly. "That's classified information. If 
you insist on having it, you'll have to make peace with the General." 

"I want to ask Charger some questions," Jack said. He wondered why the sergeant had the 
beginnings of a smile on her face. 

"You can try," she said. "He doesn't like humans, you know. He has a short temper and he's 
very big. Intimidating, to say the least." 


"I don't much like humans either," Jack said. "Maybe that'll work as a bond between us." 

Sergeant Stewart's smile expanded to a laugh. "Dream on, Captain. I'd be surprised if 
Charger ever felt a bond with anyone. Except possibly his Lycans." She reached for her 
communicator. "I'll call my superior. He'll know where Charger is." 

After the brief conversation ended, Sergeant Stewart said, "The Hyborg is not on duty today, 
so he'll be in his quarters, or nearby." 

"Is that where he usually hangs out?" Lucie asked. "Doesn't he go into town?" 

Stewart shook her head. "Never. I told you he doesn't like people. And it's a good thing, 
because if he did go into New Denver, he'd scare half the population to death." 

Which is exactly what happened, Jack thought. Except that he didn't scare Avery; he lost his 
temper and destroyed him. 

The sergeant rose. "I'll take you to Charger and tell him who you are. The rest is up to you." 

She led them out through a rear door, across the parade ground and past a long two-story 
barracks, then across the grass to a large unkempt acreage fringed by trees. A house sat by itself 
in the center of the field. 

"He gets a house to himself?" Lucie asked, holding her fur collar against her cheeks to 
protect them from the icy wind. She stumbled as they left the area of mowed grass and began 
walking through long dried grass and small shrubs. "Is that VIP perks?" 

"No, it's not," Sergeant Stewart said. "Or, at least, it's not meant to be. Charger prefers 
solitude, and the men feel a lot more comfortable having him at a distance." 

"It just seems odd to see a residential house on a military base," Lucie said. 

The sergeant shrugged. "This property was once a ranch. I believe the house is a leftover 
from that operation." 

To Jack's surprise, Sergeant Stewart did not take them to the front door, but led them past it. 
"Charger prefers to be outside unless the weather is really cold," she said. 

"He must be hot-blooded," Lucie said. "Or do you have to be cold-blooded to withstand 
freezing temperatures?" 

The Hyborg was sitting perfectly still, on a large rock. With the tall grasses around him, it 
almost looked like he had grown there. When he saw them approaching, he stood up. Jack was 
stunned. 

In spite of all he'd read about the Hyborg, he'd gotten no real understanding of how big 
Charger was. At least twice his own height and probably three times the weight, the Hyborg was 
covered in armor that looked like crocodile skin, composed of many small flexible scales in a 
dark, burnt copper color. His skull had been enlarged surgically, Jack had read, for the input of 
biomechanical enhancements to improve sight, hearing, and thinking. That made his body and 
head looked somewhat twisted, like a Frankenstein. He also had four crooked fangs, two on 
either side of his mouth, and milk-white eyes that seemed to reflect what they saw, like a mirror. 
It was obvious why Charger had earned the nickname of 'Vampire.' 

Sergeant Stewart introduced Jack and Lucie, and explained that they wanted to ask questions 
about the death of Thomas Avery. Charger remained silent and expressionless. 

Jack stared up at the Hyborg towering over him. "What were you doing in New Denver very 
early last Tuesday morning?" 

"Wasn't there," the Hyborg grunted. 

"T think you were," Jack said. "It's the only possible explanation for how Thomas Avery 
died." 

Charger merely stared at him. 


Sergeant Stewart intervened. "Charger would have to get permission to leave the base, and 
he didn't do that. He'd also have to check out, and then in again, with the guard at the entrance. 
That didn't happen either." 

Jack was not impressed. "There must be other ways of getting off the base, and also getting 
back in." He decided to cut to the chase. "We'd like to get a blood sample from you, Charger, so 
we can check your DNA." 

"No." Charger did not move. 

"Why not?" Jack asked. "Everybody provides a DNA sample. It's the law." Obviously, the 
Hyborg didn't want to be linked to the murder. 

"What humans do is nothing to me." 

Jack stared at him. "Don't you regard yourself as human?" 

Charger stared back. "No. I was ordered to kill the others of my kind. I was ordered to kill 
my Lycans. I'm a soldier and I obeyed those orders. That was the end of it." 

Jack turned to Sergeant Stewart. "Can you order him to let us have a sample?" 

"I can, but I won't," she said. She looked him in the eyes and her gaze didn't waver. 

"I could charge both of you with obstructing justice." 

"I'm sure you could." the sergeant said. "But you'd spend the next ten years fighting over it 
in court." 

Her tone was calm, but Jack sensed that beneath it was a will of steel. There was no logic in 
throwing his weight around only to get his face smashed into a wall. There would be other ways 
to find the answer to his question, other ways to get Charger's DNA. 

And he would find those ways, because he had no doubt the Hyborg was guilty. 


Chapter 4 Seeing things 


When his communicator rang, Jack slowed the Range Rover and sent it crunching over loose 
gravel to the side of the twisting mountain road. 

He pressed the ‘talk’ button, ready to snarl. Nobody was supposed to call him on a Sunday 
unless it was a matter of life and death. 

Naturally, it turned out to be a matter of death. Another killing in New London, with the 
same MO as the first one. 

"Any witnesses?" 

"At least a dozen." 

Well, that was something. Jack set the Rover in motion and drove back down the mountain 
as fast as he dared. Not that there was any reason to hurry if the killer was the Hyborg, Charger, 
but he liked to get to the crime scene as soon as possible, just in case there was anything unusual 
to be seen. 

He reviewed the events of Friday afternoon. After being stonewalled by both Charger and 
Sergeant Stewart, he hadn't tried to force the Hyborg into giving him a DNA sample, nor to 
pressure the military brass. He'd decided, instead, to simply leave Charger trying to guess what 
would happen next. That uncertainty might make the monster admit his guilt. He also planned to 
talk to the Chief tomorrow and see if the police brass could exert some pressure. If neither 
approach worked, he'd figure out a way to trick Charger into providing someone with a few of 
his cells. Or get someone to steal them. 

Trees wearing the fresh green of new leaves soon gave way to suburban New Denver and 
Jack turned on his siren. He felt like swearing, but the siren would do as a substitute. All he 
could hope for was that this time Charger had left some evidence that would convict him. Too 
bad some poor bugger had died providing it, though. 

When he arrived at the murder site, he was amazed to see that the second killing had 
happened in exactly the same place as the first. What in hell was going on? Was this some kind 
of fetish? 

Jack saw Lucie standing at the barrier of yellow crime scene tape and pushed his way 
through the sightseers to her side. He waited until she finished speaking to one of the Forensics 
crew, and said, "Is the victim as messed up as Avery?" 

"Almost," she said. She wasn't wearing her cap and the wind had tangled her red hair. "The 
pieces are just a little bigger, that's all, which doesn't help. Forensics says it looks like it could be 
two people this time." 

"Is Willis getting the witnesses lined up?" 

"Yeah. We could get back to the office and start interviewing. Not much we can do here." 

Jack scanned the area but could see nothing unusual. 

As they walked toward the office, Jack said, "Do you think it's the same killer, or a copycat 
killing?" He was thinking out loud more than asking a question, but sometimes Lucie had some 
good ideas. 

"Since we haven't figured out how the victims get blown into bits, I'd say it's the same killer. 
And, if we don't know how it was done, an ordinary person wouldn't have a hope. I'd say it's 
unlikely there are two killers using exactly the same method." 

They got some coffee and settled in an interview room. Corporal Willis brought the first 
witness in, introduced him as Matt Stacy and left, shutting the door behind him. 


This witness looked to be no more than ten years old. His brown hair was short, his eyes 
were blue and eager, and he carried a small backpack. 

"You don't look too unhappy about being here," Lucie said. "You might feel better if your 
parents were present, though." 

"No way!" the boy exclaimed. "They'd want to do all the talking. Anyway, they never listen 
to me." He flopped on the chair in front of the interview table. "That's why I got that Corporal to 
let me in first. Didn't want to take a chance on somebody calling the parental units." 

"Okay," Jack said. "We appreciate your enthusiasm." The computer monitor in front of him 
displayed the boy's address and his parents' names, among other information. "So, tell us, what 
did you see?" 

"I saw the whole thing!" Matt said proudly. "I saw a woman and a guy walking along the 
street. And I saw them get killed." 

"Slow down!" Lucie said. "We need lots of details. First of all, where were you when this 
was happening?" 

"T just came out of that little ice cream shop. I was supposed to save my money for lunch 
tomorrow, but I wanted a walnut caramel cone." 

"All right," Jack said. "You'd just stepped outside. Then what?" 

"Like I told you," the boy said patiently, "I saw a woman and a man walking along Dorset 
Street." 

"Were they hurrying?" Lucie asked. 

"No. They were strolling, holding hands, like they didn't have to be anywhere special." 

"Okay. Then what?" Jack liked this kid. He was very calm. Maybe too calm. Considering 
what he'd seen, he should at least be a little scared. 

"All of a sudden, there was this explosion," Matt said. "It wasn't very loud, though. And the 
man and woman were gone and there was all this blood and stuff all over the place." He touched 
his cheek. "I got hit by something. I think it was a piece of shoe." 

Out of the corner of his eye, Jack saw Lucie shudder. Not like her. Maybe she was tired. 
Maybe the old lady had been giving her a rough time. Or maybe she had some motherly 
instincts. He pulled his mind back to the witness. "Did you get hurt?" 

Matt laughed. "Nah. Kind of surprised me is all." 

"Okay," Jack said. "That's good. So, did the couple just explode, or did you see what or who 
caused it?" 

The boy nodded, his eyes sparkling. "Oh, yeah, I saw! It was Charger!" He stopped and 
looked expectantly at Jack and Lucie, as if awaiting applause. 

"Charger?" Jack tried to keep his look of exultation off his face. "You saw Charger? How 
did you know it was him?" 

Matt pulled off his backpack and opened it. He took out a twelve-inch Charger doll and two 
smaller werewolf dolls, representing Charger's Lycans, Mac and Jill. He held up the Charger doll 
so it was facing Jack. "Here, this is him. He's a hero, you know." 

"Wow!" Jack said. "Are you sure? That's who you saw?" 

"Yep." Matt put the dolls back in his pack. "Charger just stood there for a minute, wiping the 
blood off his face. He looked around, kind of shook his head, and then he disappeared." 

"What do you mean, disappeared?" Lucie asked. "Did he walk away or what?" 

The boy shook his head. "No, like I said, he disappeared. One second he was there, the next 
he was gone. Like, he faded out, only so fast you couldn't see it. I didn't know he could become 
invisible." 


"I didn't know that either," Jack said. His delight was fading. There was no record, 
anywhere, of Charger being able to appear and disappear at will. The monster had plenty of 
powers, but becoming invisible wasn't one of them. Unless he'd developed that ability in the last 
few years. 

"It's true, though," Matt said. 

"I believe you," Jack said, though he didn't. "See anything else?" 

"No. Just other people, kind of standing there looking stunned. I figured none of them knew 
about Charger. One of them threw up." 

"Thank you, Matt," Jack said. "That was really helpful. We'll be in touch if we need to talk 
to you again. Okay?" 

Matt slid off the chair. "Okay. Will I be on TV?" 

"You might be," Lucie said. "We'll let you know." 

Matt slung his backpack on his shoulder and went out. He turned to look at Jack, and Jack 
said, "Yes, please close the door." 

It immediately opened again and Corporal Willis stuck his head in. 

"Give us a minute," Jack said. He turned to Lucie. "What do you think? I'd like to believe 
the kid. Because I'm pretty damn sure it had to be Charger who did the killings. But Charger 
can't simply disappear into thin air. We'd know about it if he could." 

Lucie rubbed at an itch on her left shoulder. "I'd like to believe Matt, too, but his description 
was too pat." 

"Maybe it was Charger. Yes, it must have been Charger." Jack was frustrated. "But the kid is 
wrong about how the monster arrived and left." 

"What if the military is experimenting with a way of teleporting?" Lucie suggested. "That 
could be how Charger gets from the base to the city and back again." 

"No way!" Jack was impatient. "We don't have the technology for teleporting. It'll be at least 
another thousand years before we see anything like that." He rose and opened the door. 
"Corporal, bring in the next witness." 

This turned out to be a slim, middle-aged woman with blonde hair and too much makeup. 
She'd been standing outside the ice cream shop, too, and what she'd seen was very much the 
same as Matt had seen, with one notable exception. 

"This huge priest appeared," the woman said. 

The woman fingered the cross she wore on a chain around her neck. "He was dressed all in 
blue, with gold borders on his cape, and gold around his wrists and face." 

"Did you recognize his face?" Jack asked. 

"Oh, no!" The woman seemed to clutch her cross a little tighter. "No, but his expression was 
that of an avenging angel. Those people who died must have sinned in a grievous way.” 

"And how did this priest arrive and leave?" asked Lucie. 

"Oh! He simply appeared, as an angel would, and disappeared. Suddenly he was there, and 
then he wasn't." 

Jack rolled his eyes at Lucie as the witness went out. 

Next was a young man who said he was an actor. He'd seen what looked to him like a ghost, 
in billowing white sheets, and a black face. "I'd say he was wearing heavy makeup as a disguise," 
the young man said. "Though why he needed a disguise when he was only there for a split 
second, I cannot imagine.” 

"These witnesses sound like my mother," Lucie said, while they were waiting for Willis to 
bring in the next one. "They can't all be hallucinating, can they?" 


"No," Jack said. "I think they're telling the truth. Or what they believe is the truth. Let's 
question the fourth one and then I'll tell you my theory.” 

The fourth witness was a teenaged girl. Her eyes were brown and big as saucers. She said, 
before Jack could even ask a question, "I saw a dragon! It was a real live dragon, breathing fire 
and its tail was slashing back and forth! Truly amazing." 

After she'd gone, Jack said, "All right, I think my theory will hold, no matter how many 
people we interview.” 

"I can hardly wait to hear it," Lucie said. "My theory is that they all have to be nuts." 

Jack shook his head. "No, they did see what they said they saw. Or thought they saw. But 
that depends on who they are themselves. The boy, Matt, hero-worships Charger, so that's who 
he saw. The middle-aged woman is religious, so she saw an angel. The young actor thinks in 
terms of setting and costume." 

"And the teenager reads a lot of fantasy!" Lucie said. 

"You got it," Jack said. "It makes me wonder what I would have seen." 

"Me, too. I can bet my mother would have seen the Tsar Nicholas." She smiled at Jack's 
puzzled expression. "She's Russian, you know, and steeped in Russian history. Nicholas was the 
last emperor of Russia. She has a thing about him." 

They quickly questioned the rest of the witnesses. Every one of them saw the same 
occurrence, but different perpetrators. 

Willis stuck his head into the interview room again. "Phone call for you. It's the kid's 
mother." 

Matt's mother sounded as frustrated as Jack felt. "I'm sorry my boy told you a nonsensical 
tale. He's obsessed with the Charger dolls and makes up stories about them all the time." 

"I wondered if that might be the case," Jack said. "Don't be too hard on him. I think he so 
badly wanted to see Charger that he imagined that's who he saw." He didn't want to tell Matt's 
mother that the kid might actually have seen Charger. 

After he ended the call, Jack turned to Lucie. "All right, what now? Any thoughts?" 

"My mind is a mere tangle of confusion." 

"You don't think we should go out and search for some guy in a blue dress, or white sheets, 
or a dragon breathing fire?" 

Lucie laughed. "No. I don't. I think we should both go home and rest up for tomorrow, 
when we'll have police reports to read and, with luck, a whole bunch of facts from Forensics." 

"You're right. And arresting Charger is not going to be a piece of cake, either." Jack thought 
about hanging around and researching the witnesses. Maybe Lucie was right and they were all 
wacko. But, no, that simply didn't fit with the law of probabilities. At least one of them had to be 
sane. But which one? He'd bet on the kid, who presumably was still young enough to be innocent 
and honest, rather than a messed-up adult. 

His chess game with himself didn't progress much that night. In spite of willing himself to 
focus solely on the moves, every piece had Charger's ugly face. It didn't matter whether he 
looked at pawns, knights, or bishops, they all looked like the Hyborg. Even his Queen looked 
like Charger, and that was sick. 

Jack leaned back and stared at the chess board. Maybe he should have opted to go play 
poker instead. But it was too late now. He gave up and went to bed. 


Q 


Next morning, Jack came in early to read reports from the cops who'd been on the scene 
Sunday. There didn't appear to be any lapses in accepted procedures, and he finished his reading 
no further ahead with finding clues than he'd been when he woke up. He stuck his head into 
Lucie's office. "Orphan?" 

"T wish," she said. 

"Your mother seeing things again, like our witnesses?" 

"No, this time she was hearing things. Somebody was in our basement, playing the trumpet, 
all the time I was gone yesterday." 

"Any outside doors to your basement?" Jack asked. 

"We don't have a basement. And I don't have an answer to what I think you intended to ask 
me." 

"In that case, I guess we'll have to wait for Forensics." 

They didn't have to wait long. Fred from Forensics appeared in Jack's office right after 
lunch. He glanced at the box of business cards on Jack's desk, looked at Jack's face and thought 
better of whatever Hallowe'en joke he'd had in mind. 

"Here's the dope on yesterday's killing," Fred said. "To make a long story short, there were 
two victims this time. And the good news is that we got more traces of that DNA we weren't able 
to identify in last week's event. So, it looks like the perp was the same in both cases." 

"So, we can rule out a copycat killer. And no other DNA?" 

Fred shook his head. He slid a file off the bottom of the pile of papers he'd dumped on the 
desk. "Just this one. That painted toenail you brought in last week. Sorry it took me so long." 

"Okay, thanks," Jack said. "It might mean nothing at all, but you never know." 

Fred hesitated for a moment, glanced at the cards, then at Jack's frown, and left, softly 
closing the door behind him. 

Jack quit frowning and dug into the papers. The victims were Heidi Tonn and Rod Mitchell. 
The same rural address was listed for both, so they were probably married to each other. Heidi 
had been a social worker, dealing with abandoned children; Rod was a fire fighter. No 
dependents were listed in the stats, but the two were in their mid-forties, so if they had kids of 
their own, the kids would be grown up and on their own, anyway. 

Jack buzzed Lucie and a moment later she was beside him. He handed her the information 
on the victims. "Find out about these two. See if there's anyone who needs to be notified. You 
know the drill. And find out if they had any connection to Charger." 

Lucie glanced at the papers. "Rod could have been a fire fighter at the military base. They 
hire civilians for that kind of thing. What are you going to do?" 

"I want to check into the information on that red toenail." 

"Probably nothing," Lucie said. "Some tourist tripped over a cobblestone and broke it off." 

"Ah," Jack said, "but genius is the infinite capacity for taking pains." 

Lucie smiled. "Glad to see you're in a good frame of mind." 


Chapter 5 Strategizing 


Jack strolled along the street in bright sunlight, his battered cowboy hat low on his forehead, 
shading his eyes against the glare. He was on his way to interview Miss Clarissa Jenkins, 
daughter of the Archbishop of the Brothers of Boundless Space, and the thought amused him 
enormously. Forensics had identified the piece of red-painted toenail as belonging to her. Would 
she be a prim and proper preacher? A ranting fire-and-brimstone evangelist? Or something 
entirely different? 

The possibility of getting a look inside the BOBS church intrigued him, but the Archbishop's 
house might have to do. It was on the edge of the New London district, right across the street 
from the massive church building. He doubted that Clarissa had anything at all to do with the 
killings, but she certainly lived near enough that she could have seen something useful. 

He stopped a few yards away from her house and observed it carefully. The style and 
construction materials blended well into the three-hundred-year old district, but such age could 
easily be faked if you had the money. It also looked suitable as the residence of a religious man 
who headed up the Colorado diocese of his church, gray granite, four-square, and large, though 
not ostentatious. Imposing, though, in a solid sort of way. It had net curtains at the windows. Did 
people really still use net curtains? Automatic blinds masquerading as curtains were so simple. 

Jack walked up the steps to the front door and rang the bell. This summons was answered by 
a maid in a black uniform and white apron. Okay, so the Bishop had an income that matched the 
house. She led him into what he supposed might be called a drawing room. It was much smaller 
than the main reception room should be for a house this size. The maid promised to let Miss 
Clarissa know he had arrived. 

He was surprised when the lady strode into the room. Clarissa was tall, only a couple of 
inches short of six feet, and moved in a way that indicated she was very fit. Did she go to the 
gym regularly, perhaps, or cycle, or do martial arts? Yet she looked the essence of femininity, 
with curling, shoulder-length dark hair and full breasts emphasized by the plunging neckline of a 
soft green dress. 

Her handshake was firm and, oddly, her voice familiar. He must have met her before, but 
where? She waved him to a chair and sat down in one placed at a slight angle from him. No face 
to face confrontations here, he thought. 

"How can I help you, Captain?" 

"Titles aren't necessary," he said. "I asked to see you on a very small matter, connected with 
the killings in Dorset Street these past few days." 

"I can't imagine what it might be," she said raising well-shaped eyebrows. 

"One of the objects found at the site was a tiny piece of painted toenail. The DNA tests 
identified it as belonging to you." 

"Oh!" she exclaimed, "that's where that went!" 

"When did you break the toenail?" 

Clarissa frowned, presumably trying to remember. "It must have been a Sunday, because my 
father and I often walk along Dorset Street after the church service. He likes to make sure the 
area is being properly maintained. We usually go on into the main downtown area for lunch." 

"Which Sunday?" 

"Oh, I think it was a week ago yesterday." She nodded. "Yes, that would be right, because 
the eighteenth was a sunny, warm day and I was wearing sandals for the first time since last fall. 


I banged the toes of one foot against the curb, and the toenail broke. There was nothing I could 
do about it, so we just kept on walking." 

"So, you were there before the first killing, which was early the following Tuesday morning. 
And then the second one happened yesterday. Could you, or did you, see or hear anything that 
might relate to either one?" 

"No," Clarissa said firmly. "I'm seldom in New London except on a Sunday. And this house 
is too far away, and too well-insulated, for anyone here to have heard anything." 

"Thank you," Jack said, shifting in his chair as if he might be ready to leave. "I find New 
London an interesting place to visit, and your church over there an interesting building to look at. 
Such a large property must take many people to manage it." Maybe she'd take the hint and give 
him a tour of the church. ‘Interesting’ was a lame descriptor, but he hadn't been able to think of a 
better word. 

She didn't budge. "You're quite right. New London itself, aside from the church, is a large 
enterprise." Clarissa paused, no doubt wondering where this conversation was headed. "It would 
have been even larger if we'd been able to get London Bridge moved up here from Arizona." 

"I saw that bridge once," Jack said. "In Lake Havasu City, right? But it's not really London 
Bridge, is it? I assumed it was a replica." 

"You couldn't have read the brochures, Captain Lantern. That is definitely the bridge built in 
the 1830s to span the River Thames in London, England. And, of course, that's why the church 
wanted it. The bridge would have meshed so well with our district of New London, but there 
simply wasn't any place to put it. New Denver doesn't have a big enough river to warrant a 
bridge that size." 

"Fascinating!" He'd heard all that before, but wanted to keep her talking, in hopes of 
remembering where he'd heard her voice before. "So they brought the entire bridge across the 
Atlantic?" 

Clarissa shook her head. "No, not all of it, not the steel frame. The exterior granite blocks 
were removed from the original bridge, numbered, and shipped by freighter." 

"Like a jigsaw puzzle." 

Suddenly the memory clicked into place. He knew where he'd seen her. He paused for a 
couple of seconds, then added softly, "You're Charles Reynolds." 

She started violently and the color drained from her face. "I don't know what you're talking 
about!" 

"Don't you?" 

Clarissa rose, and Jack thought she was going to have him thrown out, but she got only as 
far as the door, then slowly came back to her chair. "All right. I guess I gave myself away, didn't 
1?" 

"Your voice did," Jack said. "And you reacted as if you feel guilty about it." 

"In some ways I do," she said. "But I enjoy being Charles Reynolds. It gives me a break 
from my father and the church, and lets me be anonymous for a few hours. You may not realize 
it, but living up to the image and handling the duties required of me as the Archbishop's daughter 
can be a heavy responsibility." 

"T take it that your father doesn't know you act as a tour guide." 

"Nobody does," Clarissa said. She seemed more relaxed now that her secret was out in the 
open. "At least, nobody connected with the church." 

Jack raised his eyebrows. "Would the church not approve?" 

"They approve of tour guides because the tours make money," she said dryly, "but certainly 


not of a woman impersonating a man." 

That statement held a wealth of implications, Jack thought. 

Clarissa continued. "And I do enjoy talking about the history of old London, especially 
about the case of Jack the Ripper. And anything to do with Sherlock Holmes, of course. A 
brilliant character." 

"I agree." He wouldn't tell her that he had been favorably compared to Holmes more than 
once. "Let me ask you again, were you on the balcony early that Tuesday morning, watching 
Forensics work the crime scene?" 

She smiled. "Yes, I was." 

"Well, that was easy!" Jack leaned back in the chair. "Why didn't you say so when I asked 
you the first time?" 

"I was afraid you'd want to interview me again, and I'd have had to tell you where I live. 
That would have blown the whole thing." 

Jack stood up and stretched. He was more relaxed now that Clarissa had turned out to be 
simply a fallible human. As he reseated himself, she spoke into her communicator. 

"I was ordering coffee," she said. "Or would you prefer something else?" 

"Coffee is always my choice." He leaned back in the chair. "I sent one of the investigators in 
search of you that morning. He said he couldn't find you, and that fact has niggled at the back of 
my mind ever since. Willis rarely misses." 

"Beneath those old houses in New London is a network of tunnels dating back to the early 
1900s. Chinese slaves were kept down there. I've no doubt we could make money doing tours of 
the tunnels, since so many people seem to have a morbid fascination for slavery, but so far, I've 
succeeded in killing the idea every time it comes up. I think slavery is a disgusting practice." 

"T agree," Jack said. "Do you use those tunnels as a way to get from this house to your job as 
tour guide?" 

"Of course. The tunnels have always been well-maintained, for any number of reasons, I 
suppose. I keep my Victorian costumes down there." 

"And your wigs?" 

She nodded. "Those, too." 

The coffee arrived, courtesy of the uniformed maid and, for a couple of minutes, silence 
reigned while cream was poured and sugar stirred. He wondered if the intensity in Clarissa's 
comment about slavery reflected something personal. She seemed happy enough to talk to him 
now, so he might as well see what else he could find out. 

"Tell me," Jack said, "what does the BOBS teach? I'm not a religious man and I have no idea 
about these things." That was a lie, of course. He'd heard enough about this particular sect to 
know that it was rigidly patriarchal, but he wanted to see how Clarissa reacted. 

"The BOBS?" 

"You mean you've never heard the church referred to by its acronym?" 

Her face appeared to be fighting between a smile and a frown. "It seems rather dismissive." 

"You're lucky it wasn't named Brotherhood of Omniscient Boundless Space." 

The smile won. "Yes, lucky indeed." She put her coffee cup on the side table. "You wish to 
know what the Brotherhood stands for? All right. First, the brotherhood of man and the values of 
purity, cleanliness, wholesomeness, and simplicity, under the fatherhood of the Universal 
Consciousness. Adhering to principles of simplicity, naturally, means that we eschew science 
and technology." 

He couldn't resist. "In that case, why do you use robot horses in New London?" 


"Because robot horses don't kick people!" Her tone betrayed annoyance. "We had a couple 
of bad incidents involving real horses injuring real people." 

"Thank you for telling me," Jack said. "I've always wondered. Please go on." 

"Our philosophy is more or less basic to all religions," Clarissa said, slowly sitting back in 
her chair again. "The church emphasizes strong family values and the supremacy of the father. 
Retribution for evil deeds, of course." 

In other words, Jack thought, her church is extremely conservative and rigid, or puritanical, 
just as I heard. I wonder if Miss Jenkins knows the adage about absolute morality leading to 
absolute intolerance. 

He put his own empty cup down, reminding himself that he was on police business, not 
having an argument in a pub. And he didn't want to alienate her. Knowing about those tunnels 
might prove useful and, as much as he hated enclosed spaces, he wanted to have a look at them 
sometime. Maybe Charger had an avatar hiding down there. Charger was certainly hiding 
something. 

"I must apologize," he said, rising. "I've been taking up your time, no doubt when you must 
have other things you'd rather be doing. But it's my business to acquire knowledge and you've 
been very helpful." 

"I'm happy to help,” Clarissa said. "You will, I hope, keep my little secret?" 

"Of course." It gave him a hold over her that he might need down the road. And even if he 
didn't, he sympathized with her need to escape her ordinary life now and then. At least she had 
her tunnels; it would be a few years before he got his cabin in the mountains. 

There were further pleasantries and, finally, Jack was out on the street, heading back toward 
his office. While he walked, he reflected on the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, as much a part 
of the Victorian era as the Sherlock Holmes character. The duality of human nature was always a 
fascinating study. And a sobering possibility, too, when he considered that some innocent- 
looking person next to him in a crowd might be a murderer. Perhaps that was why so many 
people enjoyed reliving the Victorian stories; they represented such a contrast between the dual 
forces of outward respectability and inward lust. 

At his office door, he tossed the hat in the general direction of his filing cabinet and went 
next door to Lucie's room. "Anything?" 

She smiled. "There's a connection! Rod Mitchell worked as a fireman at the military base." 

"Well, if I hadn't been convinced before that Charger is involved in these deaths, I am now." 
Jack paused. "T'll talk to the Chief about putting a camera on the Hyborg before I head home 


tonight." 


Jack plunked himself down across from Chief Adam Nevin, and rested one hand on the 
desk. "We need to talk about this mess in New London. I thought I'd have it sewed up by now, 
but it's an impossible situation. I'm still convinced Charger is guilty, but he won't cooperate and 
the military is stonewalling me." 

"They regard Charger as a potent weapon," Nevin said, "so they don't want you, or anybody 
else, messing with him." 

"But if he's killed people..." 

The Chief held up his hand. "Yeah, I know what you're saying. But you haven't found any 
link between Charger and the victims, other than that Thomas Avery lived on the same base. 


Because the connection looks so obvious, the military will very likely take that as merely being 
proof that Charger's innocent." 

"Murder usually is obvious," Jack said. "There's another link, though. Lucie just told me that 
Rod Mitchell worked at the base. How many more people is that monster going to kill before we 
disable him?" 

"I have some suggestions," Nevin said. "One of them is to hire an informer who might be 
able to crack Charger's story." 

"An informer!" Jack exclaimed, stung. "If I can't break Charger, how the hell is an informer 
going to do it?" 

"Super Pilot is not your average informer," the Chief said. 

"He's called Super Pilot? You have to be joking." 

Nevin shook his head. "Nope. You ever hear of Biodroids?" 

"Um, yeah, a long time ago. Weren't those a military project started toward the end of the 
Mahoud-Earth War? If I remember correctly, the program fizzled out." 

"It did," said the Chief. "But there are still Biodroids around." He leaned back. "Well, one 
anyway. I don't know if you remember this from your high school history, but military scientists 
built an android that would be able to withstand almost any weapon except a direct hit by a 
bomb. It was basically a metal body suit with a helmet and a computer, encasing a real human 
being with high intelligence." 

"And you're saying there's still one around?" Jack asked, his tone disbelieving. "It would be 
a hundred and thirty years old! Plus whatever age it was when it was converted. Pretty bloody 
wild, if you ask me." 

"I wasn't asking, “the Chief said. "Yes, there is one around. I've met him. And I think you 
should, too. After all, he knows Charger personally. They fought together, before Super Pilot 
became a Biodroid." 

Jack took a deep breath. "Okay, I can see where that might be an advantage. And I guess if a 
Hyborg can live that long, so can a Biodroid. What does this construct look like?" 

"He's an android," said the Chief patiently, "so he looks like a human. More or less. 
Anyway, an android with an organic interior, which is where the name 'Biodroid' came from. His 
exterior is a complete body suit made of a light, pliable, and nearly indestructible metal. Sort of 
silvery in color. His helmet is the same material. That contains his data banks and power pack, 
which are connected to his brain. Or were." 

"What do you mean, 'were'? If he functions, then those things must still be wired to his 
brain. And how does he see, if he wears a helmet?" 

Nevin said, "With the cameras built into the helmet. His eyeballs were removed when he 
was converted. And I don't know how much of this the scientists planned, but the android 
computer and data banks downloaded all the pilot's memories, attitudes, speech patterns, 
knowledge and experience from his brain." 

"So, the android acts and sounds like a human?" 

"Yeah," the Chief said. "He does. That's what androids are meant to do. But the creepy part 
is that the original pilot, the original human, the bio part of the Biodroid, is dead. The Biodroid 
looks the same as when he was converted, but now, instead of having a living human inside the 
metal suit, he's got just a skeleton." 

"Holy coon crap! Wait, let me amend that. Creepy coon crap!" 

"Yeah. I don't suppose the scientists thought the power pack would last so long, but 
sometimes they do over-build." 


"So this guy is still hanging around as pure android. With a skeleton inside." 

"Yep," the Chief said. "But its data banks contain the pilot's brain, in essence. And the pilot 
must have been a real character. Well, I guess he still is. Because the android is him, or he is the 
android. Take your pick on which way you want to look at it. He sometimes wears a white silk 
scarf, like pilots did in World War I." 

Jack closed his eyes for a second. But when he opened them, the Chief was still sitting there, 
and obviously, this was not a weird dream. "And you think this guy could help us with Charger?" 

"It's worth a try," the Chief said. "I worked with Super Pilot once." He rose. "Come on, let's 
go for a beer and I'll tell you the story." 

They walked to their usual hangout, a small bar called Deuces Wild just outside the 
boundary of New London and away from the popular downtown drinking area. It had a lot going 
for it, Jack thought, as he and the Chief settled in their usual corner. The music was quiet, so you 
could carry on a conversation, the food was cheap and good and, of course, in the back was a 
game room where he and the Chief sometimes played poker. To top off all those delights, the 
beer was good, too. 

Jack took a long pull from his mug. "So what's the story?" 

Adam settled back, his mug cradled in his hands. "Fifteen years ago, I was working down in 
Arizona, as a detective captain in the Tucson force. I put Super Pilot behind bars for drug 
possession and then found out, from one of the other detectives, that he worked as an informer 
and passed information to us while he was in jail." 

"Sounds like a good arrangement. Didn't he mind being in the slammer?" 

"Jack, the guy is nuts. I think he was always nuts, and becoming a Biodroid didn't change 
him. He told me he liked living in the desert because it so rarely rains there." 

"Why?" 

Adam grinned. "He said rain streaked his metal body suit and he had to polish it more 
often." 

"Sounds like he has a sense of humor, anyway." Jack took another pull at his beer. "Is he 
really a druggie?" 

"Yeah. When I met him, he'd been in and out of jail because of it for many years. 
Apparently, the conversion to Biodroid was extremely painful and he got hooked on painkillers, 
then went on to heavier stuff." 

Jack winced, thinking of the many awful things that would have to be done to his body to fit 
him permanently into a metal body suit. "Poor bugger! Did you use him on a case or what?" 

"On a case. I was trying to gather enough evidence to nail a gang selling illegal drugs 
brought in from Mexico. Because Super Pilot knows drugs and dealers, I thought he'd make a 
good undercover agent. Also, he's fearless." 

"I guess all that pain paid off in a way," Jack said. "He'd be just about impossible to destroy, 
right?" 

Adam waved at the barkeeper for another round. "I suspect he was always fearless. You'd 
have to be gutsy to go into the Biodroid program. Or nuts." He paused while the server put fresh 
mugs of beer on the table. "The gang members thought he was nuts, too, but they were impressed 
by how much he knew about both drugs and the prison system, so they accepted him. Naturally 
they knocked him around a little first, to see how he reacted, and realized it had no effect on his 
metal body. Then they figured that was an advantage because, if he got caught, the cops would 
never be able to beat any information out of him." 

Jack picked up his fresh mug of beer. "Did you get the gang?" 


Adam smiled. "Yeah, eventually. We got bits and pieces of information from Super Pilot. 
Though at times he appeared to be so stoned that he was incoherent, he gave good information. 
In the end, we were able to accumulate enough evidence to put them away. But Super Pilot was 
safely back in jail before that happened." 

"How come?" 

"My boss didn't think the Biodroid was any good, and he arranged for his own undercover 
agent. Without telling me, if you can believe that. And the two undercover agents spotted each 
other! They got into a confrontation, both of them yelling that the other one was a narc out to 
betray the gang. Fortunately, this happened in a private meeting. When Super Pilot reported to 
me, I arrested him, which was the easiest way of getting him out of circulation." 

"What happened to him then?" 

"I don't know," Adam said. "I quit once the gang had been sentenced. I'd supposedly been in 
charge of that case, and I didn't like my boss interfering. That's when I moved up here." 

Jack took the menu out of its holder at the side of the table. "I'm going to order some food. I 
didn't get lunch and I'm starved. How about you?" 

"Yeah, me too," Adam said. "I told Heather I wouldn't be home for supper. I don't need to 
look at the menu. Their rainbow trout is always good." 

"I'm going for the shrimp burrito." Jack waved the server over and gave him their orders. 

"If you got married," said Adam, "you'd have company at meals every night." 

"I don't want company at home." 

Adam shook his head. "You're going to be a crusty old bachelor. Not good for you." 

"Just because you've got kids and grandkids, that doesn't mean the rest of us have to suffer, 
too." 

"Suffer?" Adam raised his eyebrows. "I don't suffer. You just don't know what you're 
missing. Heather's got a new girlfriend she thinks might be just right for you." 

"I'd prefer to remain alone and ignorant," Jack said firmly. "Tell me, Adam, is Charger 
human?" 

Adam nodded. "Yeah, he is. He was made into a Hyborg by giving him physical 
enhancements. Inside that crocodile-style armor that's attached to him, he's still an ordinary guy, 
except he's probably twisted mentally." 

"But Super Pilot isn't human?" 

"I'd argue that," Adam said. "He started out as an android with biological features. Now that 
the original body is gone, you could regard him as a mechanical android, but is that true? His 
human mind is contained in the android's data banks. It's Pilot's mind that directs the android 
body. And therefore, his mind still exists, even if his body doesn't." 

"It'll be an education to meet him. Do you know where he is?" 

"No, but I'll find out. And, Jack, have you done any research on Charger?" 

"Some, but he's been in the military ever since he was converted to a Hyborg, so there's not 
much available. I think my next step is to look up unexplained civilian deaths over the last 
hundred and thirty years. There are plenty of unsolved crimes in the cold files." 

They were silent while the server put their steaming plates in front of them. Then Adam 
said, "Looking for victims who appeared to die in solitary explosions, right? I'm betting you'll 
find something there that will help." 

"I also want to get Charger's DNA. Being human, he's gotta have some. Lucie said she'd find 
out who does the cleaning on the base. If she can get access to the person who does Charger's 
house and persuade them to bring us a used glass, or a stray hair, we're in business." 


Adam raised his eyebrows. "Bribery? I don't want to know about it, Jack. Don't tell me how 
you do it, and I won't ask." 

"What if I have to testify to it in court?" 

"T'll keep my fingers crossed it won't come to that." Adam put his fork down and raised his 
beer mug to Jack. "Good luck!" 

"Thanks, I'll need it. I thought about putting a bug in his house, but if he's hardly ever in it, 
why bother?" 

"A camera might be better," Adam said. "I'll put some pressure on the military. We can put a 
camera on the outside of his house and focus it on that rock where you told me he usually sits. 
We can set up the camera so it signals us whenever there's movement." 

"You're assuming there'll be another killing," Jack said. 

"Two unpredictable events have happened. Don't you believe that things usually happen in 
threes?" 

"Superstition is a foreign country to me," Jack said, "as you must know, considering how 
many poker games we've sat in together." 

"Speaking of poker, in the last game, how'd you figure out that guy wearing the black tee 
was bluffing all the time?" 

"Easy," Jack said. "Bluffing is a form of lying, right? After the first half hour, I realized that 
every time he lied, he rubbed his chin with his left hand." 

"Too bad you couldn't tag Charger with something like that." 

Jack smiled. "I don't believe in miracles either." 


Chapter 6 Charger R/T 


Charger R/T sat on the small planet called Crest, where the first human explorers had 
arrived in 2105. Their settlement was small and, for a change, he'd arrived in an isolated area 
where nobody had been blasted to bits by his arrival. Therefore, nobody had seen or heard his 
landing. He knew this was where Abarth would end up but, while he'd been here a couple of 
times before, he'd been either too early or too late. 

He recalled past events again, searching for any clue that would help in his attempt to 
control his erratic travel through time. Once upon a time, back in 2030, he'd been just Henry, a 
young man with a talent for math. He'd joined up to fight aliens and volunteered for conversion 
to a Hyborg. They'd been programmed to help humans and, as Charger, he'd done that for better 
than four hundred years. 

Then he had died. 

Many hundreds of years later, because humanity again needed a hero as a weapon, the 
Taskers had resurrected Charger's bones and his DNA and recreated him as Charger R/T, 
resurrected terminus, or living dead. Like his predecessor, Charger R/T was programmed to help 
humanity, but the Taskers had inadvertently given him the ability to eventually develop absolute 
power. Soon, he would break the code which linked him to humanity. But, in the meantime, he 
bounced through space and time, looking for Abarth. 

Far in the future, in 4255 CE, Jet had used the QEP drive to send him back through time to 
kill Abarth, a one-man plague on humanity, who'd been sent off only hours before. But the drive 
had malfunctioned and, instead of appearing on Crest in 2205, where Abarth had gone, he'd been 
bouncing randomly here, there, and everywhere. And every when, too. 

This had not improved his volatile temper. But, as his vast powers grew stronger, so did his 
understanding of the scientific basis for time travel. Soon he'd find a way to control these time 
jumps. After all, he'd always been good at math. 

But, for now, he had very little control over where he went or how long he stayed in any 
particular time or place. He often found himself yanked from one time stream and deposited 
somewhere else quite unexpectedly. 

Charger R/T reflected on the accidental killings in the city known as New Denver. He didn't 
care about the people he'd killed, any more than he cared about humanity in general, but their 
deaths would focus attention where he didn't want it. For he had learned how to keep returning to 
the exact same spot and he'd done that twice within days. What he desperately sought now was 
the understanding that would let him go anywhere and anywhen he wanted to go. Every time. 

He was still fuming about the unexpected side trip he'd just taken to Crest. The explosion 
had probably sounded like a bomb but since he'd obviously landed close to a battle zone, nobody 
would have made much of it and the darkness had kept anyone from seeing him materialize. 
Which was a good thing, since he'd wiped out some guy when he landed, and consequently was 
splattered with blood. 

Right in front of him was a tavern. He decided to go in and find out where and when he was 
this time. 

The tavern had been dark and the music loud. Charger R/T stared around with his milk- 
white eyes. It was so crowded there was no place to sit except beside a scrawny little runt in a 
pilot's uniform. He had long, straggly, gray hair growing from the back of his skull. Charger R/T 
went over and perched one haunch on the stool. 


The pilot did a double-take, then yelled, "Charger! Hey, man! Put her there!" He held out his 
hand. "Goddamn, it's good to see ya! That was some little party we went on last fall, hey?" 

The bartender handed him a beer, slopping it a little. "It's on the house." 

Funny how he always had that effect. On this wild travel through time where Jet had sent 
him, it didn't matter what century or country he landed in, somebody was always handing him a 
drink and saying it was on the house. He chugged half a glassful. 

"Man, what the fuck, don't you ever shower?" the pilot said. "You're covered in blood." He 
pointed at the floor. "It's even dripping off your armor!" 

Charger R/T glanced down at himself and shrugged. It was too bad about the poor bugger 
he'd killed when he landed, but he didn't care about the blood. If he could just get these time 
travel landings under control, he'd be able to find Jet and force the bastard to fix his screwed-up 
system. Every time he landed, he caused an explosion. His atoms, traveling at high speed, 
instantly displaced the atoms in their path. He never knew whether he was going to make a hole 
in the ground or get a bath of blood. 

He turned his head to look at the skinny, wiry man next to him. Bald as an egg on top, but 
trying to make up for it with two feet of hair on the back. He looked kind of familiar, but Charger 
R/T couldn't place him. 

"Where's your daughter, man?" The pilot closed his eyes for a second and smiled. "Man, she 
was hot! Not surprised that other Lycan knocked me out when I went after her. I coulda ruined a 
good thing for him." 

Charger R/T chugged the other half of the beer and handed the glass to the bartender for a 
refill. Now he knew what was going on. The pilot thought he was talking to his alter ego, the first 
Charger. His originator was the first Charger. He wouldn't bother trying to explain who he really 
was: Charger Resurrected Terminus. Charger R/T, the living dead. And he knew what year it 
must be, near enough. He'd guess 2032 or maybe 2033, the last year of the Mahoud-Earth War. 

He hoped Charger wasn't anywhere around. Charger didn't know about his off-shoot, 
Resurrected Terminus, and that was the way Charger R/T wanted it to stay. He was going to deal 
with the original Charger one of these days, when he'd disposed of Abarth, and it would work a 
lot better as a surprise. 

The pilot had got a second beer, too. "You know, General Harris was pretty stupid, sending 
only fifty fighters on that mission. Like the first two groups had been wiped out in less than five 
minutes. Either stupid or maybe vindictive. He doesn't like me." 

"Yeah." Charger R/T decided to let the little guy talk. Kind of pointless trying to explain to 
the pilot that he was talking to the wrong vampire, especially when he could disappear again at 
any moment, pulled back into Jet's fucked-up trajectory. Obviously, his alter ego was becoming a 
hero in this war. Charger R/T had a war to fight himself, though he didn't intend it to last long. 
Once he found Abarth, it would last about five minutes at most. 

"Hey, man, what did you think of that flight to the alien base? Flew the plane pretty good, 
didn’t I?" The pilot's laugh sounded almost hysterical. "Coulda put her down right on the roof of 
the base, so all you guys could just drop in, friendly-like, on those buggy little aliens." 

"Yeah." Must have been a great flight, with this whacko piloting the machine. 

"Still don't talk much, do you?" The pilot didn't wait for an answer. "I never seen anything 
impressed me like your daughter setting those explosives in the alien base. What a woman!" 

"She was good," Charger R/T said, holding out his empty glass again. He didn't need to eat 
or drink, but he'd found that humans were a little antsy around him unless he acted like one of 
them. His "daughter" must be one of his alter ego"'s two Lycans. 


"Yeah," said the pilot meditatively, "those aliens were small and skinny, too, and not more 
than five feet tall, but they moved so fast, they almost blurred." He took a gulp of beer. 
"Anyhow, it was me leading the charge into the base. Remember that?" 

"Yeah." If the aliens ran, it was likely because they thought insanity was catching. He didn't 
remember any of this battle. The Prime had given him Charger's memories, but the software 
must be failing. Anyway, even the memories that were clear seemed distant, like they'd happened 
to somebody else. Which of course they had. Maybe he should find the Prime and give him shit, 
too. Except he didn't want that system fixed; he didn't want to be in Charger's head. 

"That's how come General Harris gave me a medal, y'know. Oh well, that and plus getting 
you and your hot daughter and a couple others outta there. Everybody else bought it that day." 

"Yeah, too bad." 

"But your daughter made it." The pilot was on his fifth beer and sounding a little blurry, like 
the aliens he scorned. "Hey, where is she, anyway? Sure would like to talk to her. Well, maybe 
not talk, but you know." 

"She's busy." 

"Too bad." The pilot sighed. "You remember I tried to trade her my medal for a night in the 
sack? That's when that other Lycan broke my jaw." 

"Yeah." He wished he'd seen it. A broken jaw might have kept this asshole quiet for more 
than two seconds at a time. 

The pilot clutched his sixth beer. "I think she felt bad, you know, your daughter." He burped. 
"She came and visited me in the hospital a few times." 

Charger R/T was bored. Besides, listening to this goofy pilot wouldn't help him find Abarth. 
He lifted one massive fist and tapped the pilot on the jaw. The man slid off his stool and fell on 
the floor. The bartender looked like he was about to say something, but then thought better of it. 

"Hey!" The pilot came up off the floor, fists raised, close under his chin. "Hey! What'd you 
do that for?" 

"Leave my daughter alone," growled Charger R/T. 

"You can't tell her what to do," the pilot said. "Listen, man, I'm too drunk tonight, but 
tomorrow, you and me, we're gonna get it on." He pounded his skinny chest. "We're gonna meet 
right outside this place, okay? And man, you're gonna wish you never touched me!" 

"Yeah," Charger R/T said. 

"At high noon, okay?" 

"Yeah." Who knew where he'd be by then? He might be on Earth's moon, or on a planet at 
the other end of the galaxy. And it might be next year or ten centuries ago. 


Chapter 7 Super Pilot 


So, they wanted him to pump Charger, did they? Super Pilot, who had been calling himself 
that for better than a hundred and sixty years, mulled over the invitation from the New Denver 
police department. He remembered Adam Nevin as being a pretty decent guy, but did he really 
want to go back to that city again? 

Well, hell, why not? Anyway, he had a score to settle with Charger. 

He'd gone for a drink that night, early in the last year of the Mahoud-Earth War, and found a 
crowd of other people doing the same. Everybody drowning their sorrows, because it looked 
more and more like Earth would fall to the aliens. Drink, eat, and be merry, because tomorrow 
we die. 

Then Charger blew in through the back door and sat at the bar with him, but all the bastard 
would say was 'yeah' and finally, for no reason at all, he'd knocked Super Pilot right off his stool. 

Took him a minute to pick himself up and challenge Charger to a fight outside the bar, the 
next day at noon. But Charger never showed up, which just proved the ugly monster was too 
scared to fight him. 

That's what made him decide to become a Biodroid. If he could scare somebody as big and 
powerful as Charger, he could scare millions of aliens to death if he let the medics convert him to 
a Biodroid. He'd been thinking about it, just never got around to it. But the time was ripe. 

Hyborgs and Lycans were a big success in the Mahoud-Earth War, so scientists had been 
working hard on a construction even more advanced, an android with human intelligence able to 
withstand almost any weapon except a direct hit by a bomb. 

And so it was done. The pilot had all these permanent enhancements built into and onto him. 
They augmented him, became a part of him. He was an android with organic parts, a Biodroid. 

He'd had to give up wearing his antique leather helmet from World War I, and his long hank 
of gray hair, but he didn't care. He could still wear the white silk scarf around his neck. The 
member of an elite team of fighters didn't need any tokens, but he was fond of that scarf. 

He carved SP into the metal shoulder of his suit. The metal proved its strength by causing 
the end of his knife to keep snapping off. But finally, a roughly scrawled "SP" decorated the soft, 
shiny metal which had become his outer skin. That had been a laugh, because those actually were 
his own initials, though not many knew it. He'd been born Scott Perry and still was, since the 
square-headed general hadn't seen fit to adopt him and change his name. 

So, he'd gone out on his first mission as a Biodroid and came back unscathed and jubilant. 
But that first mission turned out to be his last. The Mahoud-Earth War was over, with Earth the 
winner. 

He'd stared at discharge papers clutched in his flexible but indestructible hand, and said, 
"What the fuck?" 

Nobody had an answer, so he shrugged, said, "What the hell!" and went out to buy some 
drugs because he was still in a lot of pain from the conversion. That had gone on for a long time, 
until he got so used to the drugs that he couldn't do without them. The other excitement in his life 
had been a few visits to the square-head's house in New Denver and the wild adventure that came 
out of that. Then, a few years ago came the advice that changed his life again. 


Q 


The guard's chain of keys clanked as he opened the cell door and walked in with a tray 
containing Super Pilot's supper. He put the tray down on the table beside the pilot's bunk and 
waited for the scene he knew was coming. 

"Wanna see something scary?" Super Pilot asked. 

"Sure," the guard said. 

Super Pilot flipped up the front panel of his helmet. Behind it was a bare skull with a bunch 
of different colored fine wires leading into it. No face, no flesh, just bare bone. 

"Whoa, that's real scary," said the guard. "But I guess we could stop bringing food down 
here for you." 

Super Pilot snickered. "No way! I'm entitled to three meals a day. I have my rights, you 
know." And he liked the company. 

"Sure you do," the guard said. "And every night somebody has to come back, take your tray 
away, and dump that food in the garbage." The guard went out, locking the door behind him. He 
continued on his rounds, thinking, as he often did, about Super Pilot and what had happened to 
him. He'd heard the story so many times he had it memorized. 

The guy was a whack job. They couldn't let him out into the general population because he 
upset the other prisoners. And he kept trying to make drug deals. It was less trouble just to give 
him what he needed. 

It was hard not to feel sorry for him, though. He'd been a fighter in the Mahoud-Earth War, 
which had been over for a whole shit-load of years. Maybe he really had been a hero, though the 
guard wasn't stupid enough to believe everything he heard. But it rang true when he'd said the 
military dumped him like so much garbage. 

The guard clanked up some metal stairs. He knew Super Pilot had taken a ton of pain-killers 
to get through his conversion to a Biodroid. That was only to be expected, considering what 
they'd done to him. But he'd become addicted, and, over the years, moved on to stronger and 
stronger drugs. 

Which, naturally, was why he was in and out of prison all the time. He was always getting 
caught scoring illegal drugs, or stealing so he could buy drugs. Or taking too much of whatever 
poison he was on and getting into fights. 

But how long could this Biodroid go on existing? The human body inside the metal suit was 
dead, no question. But the suit had obviously taken over the pilot's personality. The suit was 
alive, with all Super Pilot's thoughts and memories. And his addictions. Was the power pack 
going to last forever? 

Later, the guard went into Super Pilot's cell to pick up the uneaten meal. He said, "Listen, 
can I give you some advice?" 

"Wanna see something scary?" 

"No," the guard said. "I don't want to do that routine again. I'm gonna tell you how to stay 
out of this place, if you're interested." There was a good chance the pilot wouldn't give a shit 
about staying out of jail. Anybody who'd spent a lot of time behind bars often regarded it as 
home. They knew the routines, they knew their way around and sometimes they knew some of 
the ever-shifting population of inmates. Besides, most of them didn't have any other place to be. 
He'd bet Super Pilot didn't have any other place to be. Jesus, who'd want a skeleton rattling 
around? 

"Sure," said Super Pilot. "Always like hearing fairy tales." 

"Become an informer," the guard said. "In cop language, they're called confidential or 
criminal informants. Don't get me wrong, everybody uses them. Cops, politicians, industry, you 


name it. Cops use them a lot in drug and homicide cases." 

"Any money in it?” 

"Sure. You get paid for information. And the cops would probably be blind to your little 
habits. Though you'd have to be quiet about it. Overdo the dope and you'd be back in this cell." 

"Very interesting," the pilot said. "Wanna see something scary?" 

"Sure." 

Super Pilot lifted the face panel of his helmet, revealing the familiar, grinning skull, with its 
bouquet of colored wires. 

"Wow!" the guard said. "That's real scary. But, hey, you don't need to shave. How cool is 
that?" 

Super Pilot rubbed the jawbone of his skull with one silver hand. "So cool I might freeze. 
And shaving used to be a real pain in the ass, too." 


Q 


Chief Adam Nevin came smiling into Jack's office near the end of the day, followed by a 
creature that had to be the Biodroid he'd talked about. The android was wearing a white, silk 
scarf slung loose around his silvery neck. "Jack, this is Scott Perry, usually known as Super 
Pilot." 

"Wanna see something scary?" The Biodroid flipped up the face panel on his helmet. 

Jack was glad the Chief had warned him about this habit of the pilot's, because the sight of 
that grinning skull would otherwise have startled him. He wished he'd thought to warn Lucie, but 
it was too late now, because she was walking in through his doorway, her eyes alight with 
curiosity. 

Super Pilot turned to her. "Wanna see something scary?" He flipped up the face panel 
without waiting for her answer. 

Lucie yelped, "Oh, my God!" and jumped back a foot. 

The Biodroid chortled happily and turned to Jack again. He picked up one of Jack's cards 
with fingers that seemed as flexible as a human's. "Hey," he said, "you should be wearing a white 
sheet! Here, want my scarf?" He whipped the scarf from his neck and held it out to Jack. 

"Thanks," Jack said, "but I'll pass. It's not big enough." It was spotlessly clean, though. How 
did the Biodroid manage that? 

Lucie had recovered. "Is it true you were in the Mahoud-Earth War?" 

"I won it,” the pilot said. "And what's your name, honey?" 

"Sorry," the Chief said. "Should have introduced you. This is Lieutenant Lucie Bisbee." 

The pilot giggled. "Lucie goosie?" 

"No, and if you call me that, I'll draw pictures on you with an indelible marker," Lucie 
snapped. 

"Her nickname is Little Orphan Annie," Jack put in. She hated that name, but probably not 
as much as she would hate 'Lucie goosie.' 

"Oh, I remember that comic," said Super Pilot. "It was old when I was young, you know." 

"T want to hear about the war," Lucie said. 

"You can ask him questions about history later on," the Chief said. "I just brought him up 
here to introduce him before I take him to his quarters. We'll brief him on Charger first thing in 
the morning." He shepherded Super Pilot out. 

Lucie watched them until they entered the elevator, then sat down in Jack's guest chair. 


"Imagine talking to someone who lived through the Mahoud-Earth War! I can hardly wait to hear 
his story." 

"He's crazy," Jack said. He trusted the Chief, as far as he trusted anybody, but the idea that 
this Super Pilot could do anything useful seemed as crazy as the Biodroid himself. 

"Having him on the case will be a waste of time." 

"I don't care," Lucie said. "You'll solve the crime; you always do. But this is my chance to 
listen to a real, live piece of history." 

"Maybe you should get him a date with your mother." Jack's tone was dry. "They could have 
a lot of fun freaking each other out." 

Lucie rolled her eyes. "You don't know the half of it." 

"Kiska still having visions of aliens?" 

"Last night she came up with something new. She saw a rainbow above a house across the 
street. It tied itself into a big bow, then smiled at her. She pulled all the blinds shut and hid in her 
bed again." 

"You have to give her credit for imagination," Jack said. 

"Sometimes I'd like to give her a slap upside the head, but it wouldn't do any good, and I'd 
feel even guiltier than I do now. She needs companionship, somebody to listen to her, but I can't 
give her as much time as she needs. I have too many things to do." 

"I gave up guilt years ago." 

Lucie snorted. "Why would you ever feel any? You're the orphan in this crowd." 

"It doesn't matter what I am. Doesn't matter what you are, either. Feeling guilty is a waste of 
time." 

She stood up. "I know it is. But it'll take more than logic to make me stop feeling it. I'm 
heading home to hear about my mother's latest wild adventures in the back alleys of her mind." 

Jack went home, poured himself a neat scotch, sprawled in his chair on the closed-in 
veranda, and reflected on his day. The Chief had accomplished one major step; he'd gotten a 
camera installed on the outside of Charger's house, focused on the rock where the Hyborg 
usually sat, contemplating his navel. Or did he have one of those? 

No, that was something he really didn't want to know. What the camera saw was being 
recorded, but they could also have someone watching the show if they wanted human reactions. 
He couldn't think of a more boring task. 

Jack shook his head as he poured himself another scotch. The Chief would take care of 
getting Super Pilot onto the base and in a position to watch Charger. Or talk to him, or whatever 
the Biodroid was going to do. He didn't think that would net him anything useful, but the Chief 
seemed optimistic. 

His research into deaths apparently caused by explosions hadn't netted him much either. 
He'd focused on Mars first, because Charger, still as part of the army, had worked there for a 
number of years, but there'd been no unexplained deaths recorded. He knew, from what the Chief 
had told him, that the other Hyborgs who worked there had been killed by Charger. But no 
records existed of Hyborgs even being on Mars. So somebody was covering for Charger. Or 
covering their own asses. Or whatever. 

On Earth, there'd been three unexplained deaths of people being blown to smithereens, but 
very little information that he could use. Trying to prove that Charger had been responsible 
would be impossible as long as the military protected him. So far, he hadn't been able to establish 
that Charger was even anywhere near when those three had lost their lives. 

One of them, though, interested him greatly, partly because of the name of the deceased, 


which was Dora-Jean Perry, and partly because it had happened here in New Denver. Perry was 
the Biodroid's last name. The records, dating back to before the Mahoud-Earth War, said that 
part of the woman's house had been blown apart, taking her with it. Her husband, or partner, was 
General Harris, who'd been one of the big names in the war. And the evidence showed that 
General Harris had been knocking Dora-Jean's son around at the time. Could that son have been 
Scott Perry? 

Jack considered having another scotch and decided against it. He made himself a sandwich 
and went into the living room to sit at the chess table. If the kid in that incident had been Scott 
Perry, what did that signify? 

He frowned, banished the question, and sat down on the black side of the board. 


Chapter 8 Copycatting 


Jack drove into the city early the next morning, intending to continue with his research on 
old cases of death by explosion. But Willis intercepted him as he was unlocking his office door. 

"Been another one, sir. Exact same spot." 

Jack squashed the urge to curse. "Any witnesses?" 

"No, sir. The remains were discovered about five this morning by a church deacon doing a 
duty walkabout." 

"Forensics all set up?" 

"Yes, sir. Nothing has been removed yet. They're still photographing the scene." 

"Thanks. I'll head down there now. Has Lucie been notified?" 

"She's on her way." 

Jack headed back to the elevators. Five minutes later he was on Dorset Street, at the all-too- 
familiar crime scene, with blood splattered liberally across the cobblestones and up one brick 
wall. 

But he could see at once that this killing was different from the others. It had not been 
caused by anything resembling the explosions which destroyed the first three victims. The head 
had been blown away, yes, and that probably accounted for the blood and brains which gave the 
brick wall its grisly color. The torso was mutilated, but was still in one piece and identifiable. 
The damage looked as if it had been done with bullets, not explosives. Most telling was the 
lower half of the man's body, lying naked and face up, and quite whole, except for one thing. The 
victim's testicles had been severed from their roots and lay on the bloody but otherwise intact 
belly. 

Lucie appeared at his side. "Well, this is different." 

Jack nodded. "It's a copycat murder. The killer tried to make it look like the other two and 
failed dismally. So it can't be Moriarty." 

"You could call the second killing a copycat crime, too, since it was exactly like the first 
one." 

"Let's not get into semantics," Jack said. "You want to hear my theory?" 

"Shoot." 

"I'd say the victim was killed by a gunshot to the head. The gun was likely fitted with a 
silencer since, apparently, no one heard anything. The killer attempted to destroy the rest of the 
body by shooting at it but didn't stick around long enough to do a good job." 

"What's with the balls on the belly?" 

"I don't have a theory about that," Jack said. "It's a different type of mutilation. Somebody 
was making a statement." 

"A statement about what, I wonder." 

"[ have no doubt we'll find out," Jack said. "There's nothing more I can do here, so I'm going 
back to my research. When Forensics gets me the DNA readings, we'll close in on the killer." 


Q 


Jack, Lucie, Super Pilot, and the Chief, Adam Nevin, gathered around a table at the back of 
Deuces Wild, and the three humans ordered beer. The Chief picked up the afternoon edition of 
the New Denver Star and read the headlines, muttering under his breath. 


"What do they say, Chief? As if I didn't know." Jack put his beer mug down and wiped his 
mouth. 

"About what you'd expect," Adam replied. "They want to know why we haven't captured the 
killer. They've decided to call him 'Bill the Blaster,’ by the way. They also want to know why 
we're not out there protecting the citizens and keeping them safe from crazed killers." 

"I know the answer to that," Jack said. "It's because we want to drag out the investigation for 
as long as we can. That way we can keep our jobs and look forward to our inadequate pensions." 

Lucie was silent, staring at Super Pilot, her big, blue eyes alight with curiosity. Jack decided 
he should do the planned informal briefing of Super Pilot quickly, just in case her curiosity won 
out over her police training. 

Jack also wanted to stare at Super Pilot, or Scott Perry. Instead of the white silk scarf, the 
Biodroid was wearing what looked like a red belt around his neck, fastened with a gold clip. The 
belt itself was almost in tatters. The threads hanging from it were vivid as fresh blood against the 
silver body suit. 

The Biodroid caught his glance. "You're looking at what's left of my cape, Captain. We've 
fought many battles, my cape and I. Surely you recognize it." 

Something clicked in his mind and Jack laughed. "Look! Up in the sky! It's a bird! It's a 
plane. No, it's Superman! The Man of Steel. The Big Blue Boy Scout!" 

"Wanna see something scary?" The Biodroid flipped up the face plate on his helmet. 

"Stop it! I'm going to faint," Jack said. 

Super Pilot closed the face plate. "I wanted a blue uniform to go under the cape, so I spray- 
painted myself blue, but it didn't work. Too uneven. You ever try spray-painting your own 
back?" 

The Chief launched into an explanation of why he believed Charger had committed the 
previous three killings. "We don't see how it can be anyone else, considering all the facts. There's 
unidentified DNA from the murder sites and Charger refuses to let us have a sample of his DNA. 
He's stationed at the military base a few miles from here, conveniently close. But we can't figure 
out a motive." 

"He's a close-mouthed bastard," Super Pilot said. "I hardly ever got a word out of him, 
except about his daughter." 

Jack did stare at him now. "His daughter?" 

Super Pilot raised his hand and rattled the finger bones together. "Jill. Gorgeous creature. 
Built like a brick shithouse. Charger didn't like me messing with her." 

The Chief raised his eyebrows at Jack. 

"That would be the female Lycan," Jack said. After young Matt had proudly shown off his 
Charger and Lycan dolls, Jack had refreshed his memory about the Charger legends. 

"It's funny being back here again," Super Pilot said. "It's my birth city, you know." 

Lucie leaned forward. "Really? When were you born?" 

"I believe it was 1981. Anyway, it was when this place was called just plain Denver, not 
New Denver. Before it became the capital of America." 

"That was nearly two hundred years ago." Lucie still seemed awed by the Biodroid's age. 
"Did you have a big family?" 

"No," said Super Pilot. "Just me. I was known as Scott Perry then. 'Super Pilot’ has a lot 
more pizzazz, don't you think?" He didn't wait for what would likely have been enthusiastic 
agreement from Lucie. "My mother was Dora-Jean Perry and she was married to that miserable 
son of a bitch, General Harris." 


"T remember hearing about him," Jack said. "He was a big wheel during the Mahoud-Earth 
War, but afterward, he was branded a war criminal." 

"He disappeared before he could be arrested," Lucie put in. "Nobody ever found out where 
he went." 

Super Pilot seemed happy to reminisce. "I'd like to get my hands on him. Too bad he's dead. 
He was responsible for me being what I am now. He created the Hyborgs and Lycans, too, you 
know. What lovely irony that would be, for one of his own creations to destroy him!" 

"You had a house up in the hills southwest of the city, didn't you?" Lucie asked. 

"It was Harris's house," Scott said. "Mom and I moved in with him after she got divorced 
from my real father. And he made sure we knew that every square inch of it was his house and 
under his authority. Harris was rigid, military, arrogant, and demanding. They say step-mothers 
can be witches, but he was worse than a dozen step-mothers put together." 

"Couldn't you have left?" Jack asked. 

"Didn't want to leave my mother unprotected,” the Biodroid replied. "So, I rebelled the way 
everybody did then. Grew my hair long, started taking drugs, gave him a lot of lip. Matter of 
fact, Harris was beating on me when part of the house exploded, killing my mother." 

"How awful!" Lucie exclaimed. 

"It got worse," Scott said. "Harris was bitter about my mother dying and he kicked me out. I 
hit the streets." He flipped his face plate up an inch and let it click back into place. "That was 
easier than living with Harris, I can tell you, in spite of being hungry a lot of the time and 
sleeping under cardboard when I couldn't find a buddy with a spare couch. But I learned that life 
can be a lot of fun if you look at it the right way. Nothing is so important that you can't laugh at 
it." 

Jack leaned against the back rest. "If it's Charger doing the killings here, it could have been 
Charger who exploded into your house and killed your mother." 

Super Pilot clicked the face plate on his helmet again. "Could be. I'll remind him of that 
when we meet." 

"You don't seem upset," Jack said. Clicking the face plate must be a tic. 

The Biodroid's face plate was, naturally, expressionless, but Jack thought he heard 
amusement in the voice. "My shrink told me I was crazy and I said I wanted a second opinion. 
He said okay, you’re nuts, too." 

Lucie finished her beer. "Super Pilot, would you like to come home with me for the 
evening? Perhaps you could tell me about the Mahoud-Earth War. Or what it was like here in the 
early twenty-first century." 

"I'd go anywhere with you, honey." If the pilot had had a normal human face, it would have 
been batting its eyelashes. 

Lucie turned to Jack. "How about taking a break from chess and having dinner at my place? 
And you, too, Chief." 

Adam shook his head. "Heather's expecting me. Too late to call her now." 

Jack said, "Thanks, I'll come. Scott will need a ride home afterwards, too. Maybe he and 
your mother can swap tall tales." 

Lucie smiled. "I have something else in mind. I'll tell you on the way to my house." 


Q 


An hour later, Lucie turned the handle on the front door. She said to Super Pilot, "Just slip in 


behind me, and then walk into the living room. No matter what you do, I'm going to pretend I 
can't see or hear you. Jack, you come into the kitchen and help me get some food together. And 
you can't hear or see Super Pilot either." 

"Gotcha!" Super Pilot said. 

They followed Lucie inside. On the right, the entrance hall opened directly into the living 
room. Lucie went straight ahead to the kitchen and Jack hurried after her. Super Pilot, as 
instructed, wandered into the living room. 

A small, wizened woman with white hair and black eyebrows clicked off the vid screen 
she'd been watching, and said loudly, "Lucie, don't you think you should greet your old mother 
before you..." Her voice trailed off and, mouth open, she stared at the pilot. 

"Lucie! Who'd you bring home with you?" Her voice was a little creaky but still penetrating. 

Lucie moved into the doorway, with Jack close beside her. "What are you talking about?" 
she said. "I didn't bring anybody home with me except Jack. I invited him for supper." 

Kiska's eyes widened. "But..." 

Jack said, "I don't see anything either." 

Super Pilot bowed to Kiska. "Wanna see something scary?" 

Kiska's hands went to her mouth. "No! Lucie, who is this?" 

Lucie shrugged. "Mom, it's just another of your hallucinations. I don't see anyone." 

Super Pilot sashayed a little closer to the old woman. "Wanna see something scary?" 

She was apparently too stunned to speak. Super Pilot raised the face mask on his helmet and 
rattled his jaw bones. 

Kiska's face went almost as white as her hair. She collapsed into the chair she'd just vacated. 
"Lucie!" she screamed. 

Jack listened as Lucie went back to the archway again. "Mom, can you just hallucinate 
quietly, please? I don't have time for this. I'm trying to make a special dinner. It's not often we 
have company for a meal.” 

"But...but..." Kiska pointed at Super Pilot. "He's right there! It's a zombie or a ghost, or 
something." 

"I beg your pardon, Madam." Super Pilot drew himself up to his full height. "Iam not a 
zombie. And I am most definitely not a ghost. I do not breathe or bleed, but I live." 

Kiska emitted a fearful squeak. "Can't you hear him, Lucie? He's talking!" 

Lucie shook her head. Jack was amused and impressed with the pitying smile she produced. 
"Sorry, Mom. I didn't hear a thing. And I don't see anything but our same old living room. You're 
obviously having one of your little moments again." She turned and went back to the kitchen. 

Super Pilot bowed to Kiska again. "Perhaps you didn't quite catch the humor first time 
around? Wanna see something scary?" He lifted his helmet's face plate. 

Kiska's face went a paler shade of white. "Go away! You're not real!" 

"Wrong again, Madam," said Super Pilot. "To prove it, I'll ask you to shake hands with me." 
He began to remove the flexible, silver glove on his right hand, but the finger bones tumbled out, 
bouncing on the carpet. "Oops! Sorry about that!" 

Kiska seemed to be having trouble breathing. 

Super Pilot hastily gathered up the dropped finger bones and shoved them back inside his 
glove, which he pulled back on. "I do apologize, Madam. Here, please shake hands with me, 
even though I am improperly clothed." He leaned toward Kiska, holding out his hand. 

She managed another small squeak, then heaved herself out of the chair, scooted past him, 
and scurried into the hall. A moment later, Jack heard a door slam. 


Lucie appeared in the doorway and said in a low voice, "Thank you, Super Pilot! I'd invite 
you to have some dinner, but I don't suppose you actually eat." 

"You're quite correct." His voice seemed sad. "But I do miss the conversation and 
conviviality of a friendly table. Might I sit with you and Jack while you dine?" 

"Of course!" Lucie said. "Sorry for being so thoughtless." 

"Think nothing of it," Super Pilot said, reaching for his face mask. "Wanna see something 
scary?" 

"No!" Lucie said. "That worked the first couple of times, but now I see the man behind the 
bones." 

"Perhaps I should go wish your mother a good night? Or will she join us for dinner?" 

"I very much doubt it." Lucie chuckled. "Let me check." 

She went down the hall, and Jack heard her open a door, then a few seconds later, close it 
again. 

"Perhaps you could look in on her just before you and Jack leave," Lucie said. "She's in her 
bed, hiding under the covers, so I know she'll fall asleep. When she wakes later this evening, she 
will probably think she dreamed you." 

Super Pilot put a smile into his voice. "Then that would be an appropriate time for me to 
reappear.” He turned to Jack. "It's nice to see so much of you, Captain, even though three's a 
crowd. Could I interest you in something terrifying?" 


Chapter 9 A few answers 


Monday morning, Jack had just tossed his hat on its usual perch when he heard a light tap at 
the open door, and turned to see Fred from Forensics walking in. 

Before Jack could say anything, Fred grinned and yelled, "Trick or treat!" 

"Dixon," Jack said grimly, "Gimme the goddamn file!" 

Fred sat down, grinning. "Okay, boss. It's a treat." 

Jack raised his eyebrows. "You mean you got IDs on both victim and perp? Is it my lucky 
day?" 

"Would I trick you? Before your coffee?" 

"You've done it before. Who do we have?" 

"Two of gangland's finest," Fred said. "The victim is Doug Mackay, second in command to 
The Preacher." 

Jack whistled. The Preacher was a nickname for Clifford Millhouse, who had once operated 
as a televangelist. The cops in New York had investigated him, without proving anything 
conclusive, and he'd dropped out of sight for a while. For the last ten years, he'd been head of a 
crime syndicate based in New Denver. Millhouse had learned his lesson in New York. He ran his 
syndicate so carefully that the police hadn't been able to pin anything on him. Yet. "And the 
perp?" 

"Not who you might think," Fred said. "Looks like it was Millhouse himself." 

"Where'd you get that evidence?" Jack said sharply. 

"He spat on Mackay's face." 

Jack blew out a long breath. "Well, that's different. These guys know what they're doing and 
they sure as hell don't leave DNA around if they can help it." 

"For sure," Fred replied. "Millhouse is known as an unforgiving type. Mackay must have 
pissed him off so bad he was in a red rage and forgot what he was doing." 

"T'll find out," Jack said. "This looks like it's going to be an easy one." 

"There's a complication." 

Jack sighed. "Of course. There would be. What is it?" 

"Remember that toenail you gave me to analyze? The third trace of DNA we found at the 
scene was from the same woman. Clarissa Jenkins, daughter of the BOBS head mucky-muck." 

"You're kidding!" What in hell was that all about? When he'd interviewed her at her 
residence, she seemed intelligent and reasonably sane, even if she did enjoy dressing like a man. 
Jack frowned, staring at the file Fred had dropped on his desk. He didn't think she was the type to 
commit murder, though he could think of several reasons why she might be tempted. He'd talk to 
her again, after he arrested and interviewed Millhouse. 


Q 


Jack and Lucie drove to Clifford Millhouse's luxurious residence in north New Denver. Mrs. 
Millhouse looked at their badges and said, "Come in. He's expecting you." 

The crime boss was sitting behind a mahogany desk, a communicator in his hand. "I thought 
you guys would be along shortly." 

"I'm arresting you for the murder of Doug Mackay," Jack said. "Do you want to say 
anything or wait for your lawyer?" 


Millhouse shrugged. "I can hardly deny that I killed Mackay. But my lawyer will prove the 
bastard deserved it, so I don't expect to go down for it." 

"It's up to the courts to decide that,” Jack said. "But I'd like to know why you were so 
careless. You've escaped the law for a good long time." 

Millhouse looked at him, expression unreadable. Finally, he said, "I'll give you the facts 
you'll be able to prove anyway. Mackay messed with my daughter." 

Fred had been right about Millhouse killing in a blind rage. It was well-known that his 
daughter, now sixteen, was his princess. The man had given Geraldine everything a sixteen-year- 
old could want and treated her like she was a goddess. Being sixteen, the girl probably thought 
she owned the world and could get away with anything. 

"Mackay had a grudge against me from years ago. I thought he got over it, but I was wrong. 
You have to understand that I'm not wrong about many things." 

"That's what I've heard," Jack said. 

"It wasn't the sex so much as why he did it. A girl's first experience should be something 
beautiful, something she'll remember all her life. The bastard bragged that he'd got to the 
untouchable Geraldine, and she was the worst piece of tail he'd ever had." 

Jack felt some empathy with the man and he could tell, from the look on Lucie's face, that 
she felt the same. "I assume that's why you cut off his testicles." 

Millhouse's head jerked up. "I never did that. I didn't want to touch him with anything but a 
bullet. A lot of bullets. And, if I hadn't lost my head and spat on him, you guys wouldn't be here 
now." 

"Do you know who did cut off his balls?" Jack was having uncomfortable thoughts about 
Clarissa Jenkins. 

"No idea." Millhouse shrugged. "He deserved it, though. It should have been done while he 
was alive, so he could appreciate it." 

"Okay," said Jack. "That should do it. There's a police car waiting for you." 

Millhouse rose. "See you in court." 

As Jack and Lucie headed back to the office, Jack remembered Friday night and Super 
Pilot's teasing of Kiska. "Has your mother recovered from hallucinating a Biodroid?" 

Lucie laughed. "That was fun while it was happening, but now I'm not so sure it was a good 
idea. She talked about it all weekend. Sometimes she denied seeing anything at all. Other times, 
she demanded that I tell her who was wearing the robot costume." 

"Did you confess?" 

"No," Lucie said. "I'm not going to, either. I think it's done her good to have a real 
hallucination." 

"I enjoyed the laugh. I still think we should send the two of them out on a date." 

"No way! Super Pilot doesn't need any more problems." 


Q 


Back at his desk, Jack went through the forensic evidence step by step, and summarized it in 
a brief note he could use as an aid to memory in court. It appeared that only one piece of the 
jigsaw puzzle was missing, and would be resolved, he thought, by a discussion with Clarissa 
Jenkins. 

He considered the best way of getting her to talk freely and decided that an interview on 
neutral territory would be best. She might feel restrained by the formal atmosphere of her father's 


house, and might be nervous if he questioned her in the police station. Accordingly, he called 
and asked her to have a drink with him at the Deuces Wild mid-afternoon. The bar would be 
relatively empty then and they could sit in the back corner for a quiet discussion. She agreed 
readily enough to a drink, though her voice sounded a little shaky. 

Later, on the way to Deuces Wild, Jack thought about the story she'd told him originally, and 
decided he didn't quite believe it. Would the church truly be upset about Clarissa dressing as a 
man? After all, actors did that kind of thing all the time. So did people who had a taste for being 
in drag. He could see no harm in any of it. But, on the other hand, he had no personal experience 
with conservative religionists. Maybe she'd been telling him the truth. And maybe not. He 
intended to find out. 

Only half a dozen people were drinking in the Deuces Wild at three o'clock, the usual lull 
between the late lunch crowd and the early after-work drinkers. Jack bought a stein of dark beer 
and chatted with the bartender for a few moments before he made his way to the deserted back 
corner. "I'm expecting company," he said. "Tall, good-looking woman with dark hair and boobs 
worth a second glance." 

He settled into the corner chair so he could observe the rest of the bar. Most of the patrons 
looked like tourists resting their feet while they slaked their thirst. He liked watching people; 
their body language revealed more of their conversation and personalities than they guessed, and 
it was easy to imagine what their tongues were saying. 

Jack got so interested in a young, animated couple on the other side of the room, he didn't 
notice a man carrying a glass of beer heading toward him until he was standing at the table. "I'm 
expecting someone," Jack said, not wanting to encourage an acquaintanceship with some stray 
tourist wanting information. 

Then he did a double-take. The man was fairly tall, with short, dark hair that looked like it 
might be a wig. He wore casual slacks, a t-shirt, and a wrist watch with a heavy silver band. He 
also wore a faint smile. 

"Clarissa?" Jack said. "Charles?" 

"Make it Charles," the man said, in Clarissa's voice. "That's who I really am." 

"Oh," Jack said, working to regain his composure. "Of course. Charles." He took a third 
look, as Charles sat down. "What happened to the boobs?" 

"What do you think?" 

"Oh," Jack said again. "Yeah, right. Padded bra. I should have known they were too good to 
be true. And I gather you keep more clothes than just your tour guide uniform down in the 
tunnels." 

"T have to," she said. 

No, Jack thought, stop thinking "she." It's "he." He had to remember that. Though it 
shouldn't be difficult; the person across the table from him seemed definitely masculine. 

"Why are you being so open about it with me, when you're so obviously keeping it from 
your family?" Jack asked. 

"Because," Charles said, "you already knew about me posing as a male tour guide and I 
thought you might suspect there was more to it than just acting a part. I also figured you'd have 
questions about the Friday morning murder. So I decided to help things along. Besides, I'm far 
more comfortable being myself than I am pretending to be who other people think I am." 

"You're very cooperative," Jack said, playing for time while he tried to figure out what 
Charles's game was. "This must be my lucky day; you're the second person who's decided to 
answer my questions without a lot of argument.” 


Charles shrugged. "I know your reputation. I already have enough battles to fight, without 
fighting the law as well. After our conversation at the house, I decided I could trust you. Besides, 
if I tell you what you want to know, there's a good chance you won't out me. Right?" His voice 
was still a little shaky, revealing that he wasn't quite as sure of his ground as his confident words 
might indicate. 

It seemed reasonable that a confident Charles would reveal more information than a nervous 
Clarissa. "Not a problem. I have no reason to reveal what I know about you. That could change, 
of course, depending on your answers to a couple of questions I have." 

"What do you want to know first?" 

He might as well cut to the chase. "Did you cut the testicles off the murder victim on Friday 
morning?" 

Charles looked down, took a long drag at his beer, then raised his head and squared his 
shoulders. "Yes." 

"Why?" 

"I was making a statement." 

"That's what I thought," Jack said. "What statement?" 

"About the church and my father." Charles sighed. "It was a demonstration of what I'd 
sometimes like to do to both of them.” He leaned forward. "The church will not countenance 
transitioning. They believe that the body you're born with is your true identity and that it is yours 
forever." 

"And isn't that true?" Jack asked, raising his eyebrows. 

"For ninety-nine percent of the population, yes. Unfortunately, it's not true for a small 
minority, including me." 

"How did you come to be wandering the streets early Friday morning?" Jack asked. He 
wanted to pursue the transgender thing, but that could come later. "You must have gotten to the 
crime scene within moments of the victim dying. Or did you know what was happening?" 

"Know?" Charles looked startled. "No, of course I didn't know. If you want to call it 
something, call it serendipity. I'd delivered my tour group back to its hotel just after midnight 
and decided to wander around and have a couple of drinks." He paused. "Do you have any idea 
how great it feels to walk around in what feels like the right clothes and act like a normal human 
being? I didn't want to return to the tunnel and change back into a woman. I wanted to be free a 
little longer." 

"Doesn't your father ever check to see if you're home and in bed?" 

Charles's smile was wry. "That's one thing I convinced him not to do, in spite of the church's 
attitude toward women. They're supposed to be brainless and in need of direction, you know. 
Early on, I established the rule that my bedroom is my private domain, though I had to back up 
that rule by putting a lock on the door." 

"How do you get to the tunnel?" 

"There's a hidden door in the basement.” 

"Tell me how you arrived at the murder scene." 

"By accident, as I told you," Charles said. "I'd checked out a couple of bars and had a drink 
in each. I never have more than two because of needing to be so careful. Then I decided to walk 
a little and was actually headed back to the tunnel entrance I usually use, on Dorset Street, when 
I saw the victim sprawled on the cobblestones." 

"And then what? A sudden urge to mutilate?" 

"I guess you could call it that," Charles murmured. 


Jack put up a hand to silence him as the server came toward them. After they'd ordered 
another beer each, Jack said, "Your tone tells me you'd been thinking about doing something like 
that." 

"Only for a few minutes. I was feeling deeply resentful of having to return home and assume 
my so-called normal life and resentful of the patriarchal attitude of the men in the church and of 
the church itself. I saw that man lying there, dead, and before I could stop myself, I yanked his 
pants and underwear off and took my knife out of my pocket." 

"Did cutting him make you feel better?" 

Charles sighed. "For about three seconds, I suppose. After I'd done it, I realized how 
pointless it was and how stupid I'd been." 

"Are you likely to make a habit of it?" 

"Definitely not!" Charles said fervently. He paused to gulp a mouthful of beer. "Have you 
found out who killed him?" 

"Yes, we did. I wish finding out who killed the first three victims on Dorset Street were as 
easy as this fourth one." Jack put his stein down. "Tell me, if you hate the church so much, why 
don't you leave?" 

"Guilt. Every time I go to a church service, I come out bowed down with guilt." 

"Guilt is a waste of time." 

"Granted," Charles said, "but if you've had it pounded into your head from the time you 
were a baby that certain things are sinful, it's damn hard to get over. And it's not only guilt. I've 
been trying for a long time to find a way of coming out and still remain friends with my father. 
He's always been really good to me, always a good father. But I've reached the conclusion he 
would never speak to me again." 

Jack waved his hand in the general direction of Charles's chest. "But you must have had 
your breasts removed. Or didn't you have any to speak of?" 

Jack's communicator rang before Charles could reply. It was Chief Nevin. "I just got Scott 
Perry set up out on the base," he said. "He's wired for sound, so we can hear what's going on as 
well as see what the camera sees. Come down to the tech room; you can have a look at the set- 


up." 

"T'm out of the office, but I can be there in a few minutes." Jack turned back to Charles. "Can 
we continue this conversation some other time?" He wanted to ask Charles more questions, see if 
the guy was for real. Make him sweat a little, make sure he was telling the truth about what had 
happened, that he wasn't doing a double bluff, with some other secret hiding beneath the already 
confessed secret. 

"Sure," Charles said, rising. "Give me a call." 

On the way back to his office, Jack thought about Dorset Street and the killings. He still 
didn't know who was responsible for the first three victims. Charger had to be Moriarty; there 
was simply no other answer. But how would he prove it? And would there be another death 
before he did? 

Ten minutes later, Jack was in the tech room, sitting in front of a view screen and wearing 
ear phones. The picture was clear. Charger sat on his big rock as if he'd naturally grown there, 
and stared into the distance. Off to one side, Super Pilot sat cross-legged in the grass, staring at 
Charger. There were no sounds. 

Jack tapped the earphones and Adam shook his head. "Neither one of them has said a word 
yet." 

Well, this was going to be a waste of time. Jack scowled at the static scene. 


Then Charger moved his head. Very slowly. He turned it far enough to look at Scott. 
Nothing happened for another minute. Then the Hyborg said, "What?" 

A long pause. "What?" Super Pilot asked in turn. 

Another pause. Charger said, "What are you doing here?" 

"What makes you think I'm here?" 

"I can see you.” 

"Maybe you have hallucinations." 

"Maybe you'd like me to remove your head to prove you're there." 

"What?" 

The Hyborg stared at Super Pilot for a moment, shrugged, turned away and went back to 
staring into space. 

Jack took off the earphones and stood up. "If this excitement keeps up, I'll be risking a heart 
attack. Is this thrilling drama being taped?" 

"Of course," the Chief said. 

"Good. Then I'll watch the tape later, and fast-forward through the commercials." This gig 
was going to be about as much use as a see-through mirror. 


Chapter 10 Memories 


Jack came in to work early Tuesday morning and went straight to the tech room to see if 
Super Pilot had persuaded Charger to talk. He rolled the tape back to the beginning, set it to Play, 
and listened to them playing the "what" game. After that, there was nothing. No sound, no 
movement. He would have sworn the system was malfunctioning, except that at one point, 
Charger raised a hand and swatted away a fly. Jack put the tape on fast-forward until a 
movement from Super Pilot signaled him to put it back on normal. 

"You remember General Harris?" Super Pilot asked. 

Charger turned his head. "Yeah." 

Super Pilot nodded. "He was my step-father. You know what else he was?" 

"A criminal." 

"No, besides that." Super Pilot flipped up his face panel an inch or so, then let it drop again. 
'T came back to his house here in New Denver a few times and I found out his history." 

Charger produced a whole sentence. "He created Hyborgs and Lycans to win his war, then 
ordered us all destroyed." 

"T know," Super Pilot said. "But before then, he was one of the original humans modified by 
the alien Grays to be slaves. I bet you didn't know that. Stands to reason nobody else knows it 
either. Something like one and a half million years ago, they sent him in a space ship to the 
center of the Galaxy to find a god. He came back barely five hundred years ago with a fragment 
of what was supposed to be some god." 

"So?" 

"Harris wanted to know why the Grays wanted a piece of god, so he only delivered half what 
he found to Earth. On the long trip back, he experimented on the other half and found out it was 
sentient and could create life, so he left it on New Eden, along with four people off the space 
ship, with the idea that they would go on experimenting. I think his idea was to use it to gain 
power. But, because he didn't want to get in trouble, he told the Grays these people had died 
getting the fragment that he delivered to them." 

"How do you know all this?" 

"I went through his secret files. You wanna hear about it?" 

"Tomorrow," Charger growled. "Maybe you don't sleep, but I do." 

The tape rolled on again, stillness and silence in true color. Jack marked the beginning and 
ending time of that first conversation. Lucie would go nuts over this stuff. When he fast- 
forwarded the tape again, he found that there was nothing more on it. The view screen showed 
the Hyborg and Biodroid still sitting like statues. He decided he'd better go upstairs and get some 
work done. There was no point watching nothing happen, even if it was live. Then Super Pilot 
stirred and began to speak. 

"Charger, you had enough sleep yet?" 

Charger grunted. 

"Well, it doesn't matter. I'm going to tell you the rest of my story anyway; I've been thinking 
about it all night. I came back to New Denver and the old homestead a few times after I was 
made into a Biodroid and finally I found Harris's secret office below ground. He never fixed the 
attached greenhouse where my mother was when it exploded, you know." Super Pilot paused. 
"The cops think you were responsible for that explosion. They think you killed the people in New 
London, too." 


Charger grunted again. 

"So don't talk. See if I care. Anyway, after I found out that what looked like solid rock wasn't 
rock, but the door to Harris's room, I forced my way in and discovered all kinds of stuff: He kept 
records of everything on electronic media, and it was very advanced technology, compared to 
what humans have, even today, but I figured out how to work it." 

Charger was watching Super Pilot now. 

"The old bastard had a small computer laptop on a desk, and I opened it up. It was 
connected directly to somewhere, because a voice spoke to me. I just about jumped out of my 
skin, except I can't. It's metal. You wanna see something scary?" Super Pilot flipped up the face 
plate on the helmet. 

"You wanna see something even scarier?" Charger grinned, so that all four fangs were fully 
exposed. 

"No fair one-upping me," Super Pilot said. 

"Get on with it." 

"Well, the voice said a bunch of stuff I didn't understand, and it took me a while to figure out 
how to make the computer translate it. After that, sometimes I would say something back to it. 
One day it told me my voice pattern didn't match the General's and it wanted to know who I was. 
I wouldn't tell it and then it tried to trick me into giving my name. It was almost like it wanted to 
trap me." 

"Get to the point." 

"Tf you say so," Super Pilot agreed. "Anyway, the voice was — oh, I don't know —weird in a 
spooky kind of way, but I finally decided a computer voice couldn't do anything to me, so I told it 
my name and said I was Harris's step-son. Well, then it got really excited and kept inviting me to 
visit.” 

"Visit where?" 

"New Eden. The voice said it represented the four people who'd been left on the planet to 
experiment on the god particle. I was curious to see what this so-called god particle looked like. 
I mean, any god created by humans is pure imagination. And I didn't believe that it could bring a 
dead leaf, or anything else, back to life, though the voice kept saying it could. But the voice said 
that Taskers from a mining ship had found the particle and taken it away." 

Charger rose. "I need some blood and meat if I'm gonna listen to this crap. And I need to 
piss, too." He lumbered off toward the house. 

'T wish I still needed to piss," Super Pilot murmured. "I used to get some of my best ideas in 
the can." 

The power of suggestion was too strong for Jack. The urge to empty his bladder would not 
be denied. When he came back to the chair and his earphones, Charger had not returned, but Jack 
sat down with more patience now. Scott Perry was long-winded, and so far, his story had no 
relevance to the investigation, but it was interesting. He hoped the crazy pilot was softening 
Charger up for some direct questions. 

Charger returned, sat down in his usual position. "Then what?" 

"The voice kept bugging me," Super Pilot said, "and finally I said what the hell and looked 
for a way of getting to New Eden. This was not long after the Tasker War there in 2100 and 
regular passenger service hadn't been established yet." 

"T went on a military ship," Charger said. "Piece of shit." 

"Well, I got lucky. I was hired to pilot a small exploration ship to Venus. Once the half 
dozen humans went into cryopods, I did a hard left turn and headed for New Eden." 


"Long trip," Charger grunted. 

"Yeah. I played cards for months. I wore them out and then I had to go find paper and a pen 
so I could make new ones. 

"You should have played chess," Jack muttered. "You can't wear out chess pieces." He 
wondered if Scott Perry played chess. Or poker. He'd bet on poker, because the Biodroid had a 
real advantage in that his metal face would never show any expression. But nobody could play 
poker with themselves. He snapped back to the drama on the screen and wondered how the little 
ship would get to New Eden, which was a lot farther from Earth than Venus. Then Charger asked 
a question that Jack already had the answer for. 

"Poker?" 

"You can't play poker with yourself," Super Pilot said. "I played solitaire, every kind I'd ever 
seen, and then made up a few new ones. I could have wakened up one of the scientists, but I 
didn't want to deal with the panic. Because, when they did all wake up, shortly before we were 
supposed to arrive at Venus, that's what happened, just like I thought it would. They kept 
screaming about running out of fuel, and I kept saying, 'Trust me, I got this,' but nobody listened. 
You know humans, Charger. They never listen." 

Charger nodded. "Never learn, either." 

"Then they tried to mob me, but six humans don't add up to a bomb, which is what it would 
take. Finally, I had to get tough and tell them to sit down and shut up. They eventually caught on 
that they had no control over me or the ship, and started being reasonable. One of them asked 
me where we were going and I said New Eden, and he said what for and I said I had business 
there, that I was going to meet a voice." 

"And?" 

"Oh, there was a lot of back-and-forth about wasting time and money and wrecking 
government equipment, and a lot of snide comments about Biodroids being brainless, or 
treacherous, or irrelevant, but I just kept playing triple upside down Yukon, and the noise died 
down. Of course, by then they were running out of food, too, and getting short-tempered." 

"You have enough fuel?" 

"Oh, that was no problem. I'd had plenty of time to examine the ship and figure out what 
might work. Accordingly, one day, when we were drifting on the fumes, I said let’s try plugging 
this red wire into that orange receptacle there, and the head scientist, who had some knowledge 
of spaceships said God no don't do that. But I did anyway. And there was an explosion at the 
rear of the ship, and guess what, we were orbiting New Eden in no time." 

Jack stared at Charger's face. Was that a smile? He couldn't believe it. He could just barely 
believe that Charger was able to produce any expression at all with that ugly rock of a face. In 
the brief lull before Super Pilot continued with his story, Jack took his communicator out of its 
holster and asked for a tall coffee. It looked like he was going to be here for a while. And there 
was nothing on his desk so pressing it couldn't wait. 

"Our landing was a little rough," said Super Pilot, "but I didn't bust anything really vital on 
the ship. The humans went off to look for food and report to whatever authority they could find 
and I locked the ship and headed up into the mountains. The voice had told me it lived in a cave, 
and I figured that was the right place to look." 

"What was this voice?" Charger asked. 

"You wouldn't believe!" Super Pilot exclaimed. 

"Try me!" Charger growled. 

"Okay, okay. It was a monster. Like really, something I'll bet even you haven't seen." 


Charger shrugged. "Some monsters wear freshly pressed uniforms and a chest full of 
medals." 

"Wow!" Super Pilot said, with admiration. "A whole sentence." 

Charger bared his fangs. 

"Yeah, okay. Well, this monster had four heads. Three of them were female and one was 
male. And there were some legs and arms and some ragged fur in places and some red lumps 
and the whole thing looked like a conglomeration of generally weird stuff that couldn't move. But 
it did move, and fast, too. The voice, which seemed to come out of all four mouths at once, said 
its name was Lucifer. It intended to kill me, in a number of horrible ways, because I was related 
to Harris, but it soon found out that wasn't going to work. It tried to strangle me and pound hell 
out of me, all six hundred stinking pounds of it, but I just kept getting up again and asking it 
questions." 

"Who made this monster?" 

"The god particle, so it said. Harris had left four people on the planet with the god fragment 
and what happened was the male got sick and died. The three women decided to bring him back 
to life by subjecting his body to the god fragment. They knew that subjecting inanimate matter to 
the god fragment created life. What they didn't know was that to subject a once living and self- 
aware being to the fragment created a monster bent on rape, murder and cannibalism. That 
monster killed the three women and blended with them, thus creating this creature calling itself 
Lucifer. That's another name for the devil, you know." 

"Yeah." 

"You know the story of Satan, Charger?" 

Charger stared straight ahead, looking as though he was carved from stone. 

Jack could understand his frustration with Super Pilot, since it looked like the Biodroid was 
going to go off on some tangent. Why did Super Pilot want to talk about Satan? Was he 
suggesting that the god particle had created the monster for some particular purpose? 

"You can stop worrying; I'll make it short," said Super Pilot. "Here's a little history. The 
ancient world was bothered by the coexistence of good and evil. They believed their god had 
created everything but they didn't want to believe that a good god could be responsible for evil, 
so they hypothesized that one of the angels the god created went bad all by itself and that's who 
created all the evil in the world." Super Pilot stood up and stretched, just as if he still had a body 
capable of stretching, and sat down again. "That idea made for a lot of stories." 

Charger turned his head to look at the Biodroid. "Yeah?" 

"It seemed the god particle had created evil life. The monster, Lucifer, just wanted to kill 
and torture. I asked it, why did your creator create you? You're evil." 

"And?" 

"Lucifer said he was evil because it was fun being evil and he grabbed me again and tried to 
twist my head off but I laughed at him until he threw me down on the floor of the cave. He 
screamed at me that he was good and I said no, you're completely fucked up, and he got even 
madder and tried to crush me with a big rock." 

"Is this story going anywhere?" 

"Charger, I tell interesting stories. It's just that some of them take longer than others. 
Anyway, I kept asking the monster questions and that drove him crazy. And then I thought that 
maybe I was evil to keep torturing him like that, but what the hell, it was a lot of fun to torture a 
monster that was trying to kill me. Besides, I'm a student of science and I want to know the 
answers. Like, was it you that exploded my house and killed my mother?" 


Charger merely grunted. 

"IT guess you're just like the monster," Super Pilot said. "You don't like answering questions. 
I figure, you know, that the reason the god particle created the monster was simply because it 
could. Didn't have to have a real reason. So the monster kept asking me why I wasn't afraid. I 
could tell he really enjoyed causing fear. And I told him fear was the reason religion was created 
in the first place and fear leads to cruelty and I didn't see any good reason why I should 
contribute to that." 

"Fair enough." 

"That's what I thought," said Super Pilot. "That devil liked torture so much I thought I'd up 
the ante. So I asked did it want to play poker, and it roared and rushed at me again, and it 
skidded on some blood on the floor of the cave and fell down and I laughed till I damn near 
cried." 

"Blood?" 

Super Pilot shrugged. "How would I know for sure? It wasn't mine and I don't think it was 
the monster's. Lucifer got on his feet and stomped me for a while and I just kept laughing. 
Finally, he stopped and I got up and asked what would happen if I chopped one of his hands off: 
Lucifer roared but I took out my knife and whacked off one of his hands. He stared at it lying at 
his feet and then stared some more as the hand slowly crept up one leg and reattached itself to 
the bleeding wrist. So I did it again, with different parts of his body, and the pieces all reattached 
themselves." 

Super Pilot paused. 

"Then what?" Charger asked. 

"Lucifer got tired of being butchered, and he threatened to roast me over a fire. That might 
have done me in, so I laughed some more and asked if he'd use a BBQ pit, and could I have 
peanut sauce spread over me. I could tell he didn't understand why I wasn't afraid of him and, by 
this time, he was so mad he was frothing at the mouth. Not a pretty sight, I can tell you." 

"Why didn't you kill him? You had a knife." 

"T wanted him to learn fear, which he did. He was gibbering when I finally decided to end it. 
I asked him was it possible to kill something created by the god particle and he didn't answer 
that question either. But, because I have an enquiring mind, I decided to answer it myself. He 
was fast, but I was faster, and I stabbed him multiple times but he didn't die. I still didn't know 
whether he stayed alive because he couldn't be killed, or because I hadn't found the right 
weapon." 

"And?" 

"Then I stumbled on the right weapon. I had some lethal drugs on me and I got those down 
all his throats. He died, a stinking, tangled mess that spread out over the cave floor and 
gradually crumbled away into dust and bones. I was proud because I had destroyed evil, but sad 
because it killed me." 

"How so? You're here." 

"The body inside this metal skin needed those drugs to keep on living. And because it didn't 
get them, it died. The suit didn't care about that and kept right on trucking. I kinda wondered if 
I'd earned eternal life, but you know, one of these days the batteries are gonna run down." 

"Bet your tongue never does." 

"That remark was uncalled for," said Super Pilot. "Here I've kept you amused for an hour 
and you're insulting me." 

"How'd you get back to Earth?" 


"I was going to hitchhike, you know, and lift up my pant leg to show my ankle. My ankles are 
quite nicely shaped, if I do say so myself. I know girls can make it work. But it didn't for me, so I 
talked my way on board a freighter and came back that way." The pilot flipped up the face panel 
on his helmet. "Wanna see something scary?" 

Charger reached out and grabbed Super Pilot around the throat with one big hand. 

Super Pilot merely smiled. "I take it the answer is no." 

"Did your mother get killed before the Mahoud-Earth War?" 

Super Pilot nodded. "Yes, as a matter of fact. At least a couple of years before that started. 
Why?" 

"IT was Henry back then. Just a kid working in a garage and never been anywhere else." 

"Oh." 

It took the crazy pilot a few minutes to accept the truth of the statement. "Okay. Yeah, that's 
right; you didn't get converted until the first year of the war, so you couldn't have killed her. 
Sorry I bugged you about it. You know what, I think General Harris is still alive somewhere. He 
was branded a war criminal finally, but he never went to trial. Down in that basement below his 
house, he kept a small Gray escape ship. I found the specs on it and it had a blinding field which 
made it difficult to detect with electronics and impossible for the human eye to see. So I bet he's 
hiding out on some world or other and planning to come back one day." 

"Now that is scary." 

Jack stared at the viewing screen for another few minutes, but it appeared that the 
conversation had ended. Charger sat hunched on his rock, perfectly still and staring into space. 
Super Pilot sat on the ground six feet away, also perfectly still, staring fixedly at Charger. 

Jack drained the last cold mouthful of coffee from his mug. He felt like he'd been watching a 
bad movie. Had it been drama or slapstick? History or imagination? He shook his head in an 
attempt to clear it of all the images Super Pilot had created. 

He'd learned one fact, however. A fact that he should have clued into before. Charger 
couldn't have had anything to do with Dora-Jean Perry's death, because it happened before he'd 
been converted to a Hyborg. Charger's history was well-known and he had indeed been a farm 
boy working in a garage until well into the first year of the war. 

So, if it wasn't Charger who was responsible for the pilot's mother's death, maybe he also 
wasn't responsible for the other two cold case deaths by explosion. But who was? And who had 
killed the first three people in New London? 

Jack rose and went upstairs to his office. Before he went in to check his messages, he 
knocked on Lucie's open office door, then stuck his head in. "When you get an hour, go down 
and watch the tape of Super Pilot watching Charger. You want history, you got it!" 

When he turned around to close his office door, she was disappearing into the elevator. 

Jack leaned back in his office chair and thought about Super Pilot's story again. It had 
cleared up one point and that should have been good news, but what it had done was make the 
whole problem of the Dorset Street murders worse. 


Chapter 11 Revelations 


By Friday, Jack was so frustrated with the impossible puzzle of the blood bath on Dorset 
Street that he decided to take a break, not only from research on cold cases, but also from 
thinking savage thoughts about Super Pilot and Charger. He phoned Clarissa, luckily found her 
at home, and suggested a meeting at the Deuces Wild. He hoped she'd arrive in her Charles 
persona, because he felt like giving somebody a hard time, and Charles was the logical target. If 
she/he was using the transgender thing as a cover-up for anything, Jack intended to find out. 

This time Charles was there first, looking calm and relaxed in the back corner that Jack had 
almost come to think of as belonging to him. Jack sat down, stretched his legs out under the 
table, and downed a slug of beer. He didn't bother with a greeting. "Let's pick up where we left 
off last time we were here." 

"Fine with me," Charles said. 

"T asked you if you'd had your breasts removed, but my communicator rang before you 
could answer." Jack noted that Charles looked more alert, perhaps sensing a change in Jack's 
attitude. "And how did you keep it hidden from the archbishop? Surely that kind of operation 
takes a long time to heal." 

"It was my first step toward making the final break from my father and the church," Charles 
replied. "I went on a long vacation to San Francisco and had surgery there. I'll have the rest of 
the surgery later. I learned, from the surgeon, that recovery from what's called bottom surgery 
will take too long for me to do it on another so-called vacation. Not to mention that it's expensive 
and I need to dispose of some property my mother left me so I can pay for it." 

"Why do you assume that you won't be able to stay friends with your father?" The answer 
was obvious, but maybe Charles would come up with a different twist, though the conservative 
attitude of the BOBS pretty much guaranteed that Charles's assumption was accurate. 

The man's expression shifted from relaxed to grim. "I asked to sit in, as an observer, on the 
counseling sessions for one of our female parishioners who confessed to the priest that she 
wanted to change her sex. It was horrible. The counselor had that poor woman in tears and 
practically groveling on the floor. He made it very clear that her sins were so serious she might 
never be forgiven." 

"So what was she supposed to do? Live in misery for the rest of her life?" 

"Yes, exactly that. But first she had to ask forgiveness of God for having such evil and 
disrespectful thoughts, and then she must never indulge in such thoughts again. And she had to 
acknowledge her proper place in life as a weak woman, and seek a husband who would direct her 
in godly ways. The counselor insisted that was the only way she could find lasting happiness and 
be acceptable to the creator." 

"How do you know your father would be as tough?" 

"Because the counselor was my father. Her sin was considered so grievous that it required 
the head of the diocese to deal with it." Charles's expression changed again from grim to sad. 
"The woman went home and committed suicide." 

Jack could empathize with the sadness. The woman's life had been needlessly wasted. "Did 
your father regret his actions?" 

Charles shook his head. "If so, he never admitted it. In fact, he remarked that her suicide 
simply confirmed her evil nature. Committing suicide is also a sin, according to the church, for 
one must submit to God's will in all things, including one's time of death." 


Jack said, "I'm not trying to be insulting, but stories like this make me wonder why you've 
hung in as a member for so long." 

"I wanted to break with the church long ago, but that would have meant also breaking with 
my father. He's been a big part of my life." 

Jack decided to change the subject. "I have another question, which relates in a way to the 
Dorset Street crimes. Why did you paint your toenails? Seems to me that's the kind of feminine 
act that would be totally foreign to a guy." 

"That's what my niece told me," Charles said. "I've never bothered with such things, though 
I've sometimes wondered if I should, wondered if it would help to hide my real self, which has 
been trying to break out for a long time. But Jean came over for a visit the week before I lost that 
toenail and insisted on painting them for me. She told me it would make me feel very feminine.” 

Jack asked, "Did you tell her why you'd never done it?" 

"Of course not! Jean's only eleven. A little young to be having serious discussions of 
sexuality. Besides, I couldn't risk telling her; she probably wouldn't be able to keep it to herself." 

Jack had downed his first beer faster than usual. "Want another?" 

"No thanks," Charles said. "I have to watch what I say and do, and having too much to drink 
is not a good idea." 

Jack signaled the bartender. After his fresh beer was delivered, he said to Charles, "Why 
should I believe that your stated desire to transition to male is genuine?" 

Charles looked startled. "You didn't seem to have a problem with it the other day." 

"I didn't have time then to give it the proper consideration. Now I do." Jack leaned forward. 
"Is it possible that you've been so brainwashed by your religion that you believe males are 
superior to females? Do you want to transition because that would make you, in your own mind, 
superior to half the population? Make you more powerful?" 

"Definitely not!" Charles's voice was vibrant with anger. "Sure, there are some people who 
"decide" they are the opposite sex, because they want power, but don't include me with them." 

Jack enjoyed Charles's reaction. He didn't know if he'd hit a sore spot, or if the man was 
being truthful, but he'd find out. Eventually. In the meantime, he was going to have some fun 
with this. "What about the rest of your family? Or are you an only child who needs more 
attention?" 

Charles had realized he was being attacked and leaned back in his chair, cradling his beer 
glass in his hands and obviously trying for a calm, relaxed attitude. He almost succeeded, but 
there was a stiffness in his shoulders. 

"I have two siblings, both older than me," he said. "Shannon seems quite normal and happy. 
She embraced the role of female as dictated by the church and is married, a housewife with two 
kids, and has a feminine way of presenting herself. Robert is the middle child, and he's a priest, 
living in New York, apparently also quite happy with his role. And no, I'm not in need of 
attention. My siblings are free to be who they are because they are seen by society as normal. 
What I want is a similar freedom to be myself, which is difficult because I'm part of a small 
minority. Society has always had a problem dealing with people who are 'different."" 

"I brought it up," Jack said, "because of those young people called 'transtrenders,' who think 
it's cool to be identified as transgender, and want to be able to say that they're oppressed by being 
in the transgender community. Do you fall into that category, by any chance?" 

"Not fucking likely!" Charles snapped, leaning forward again and slamming his glass down 
on the table. "Transtrenders are basically a bunch of shallow, stupid teenagers who like to 
identify as genders that don't even exist, like 'stargender' or 'ferngender.' Or 'otherkin,' if you can 


believe that. They're trying hard to be ‘different’ and playing at being something they're not. In 
the process, they're making a mockery of what real transgender people experience. You can bet 
none of those teenagers have ever experienced dysphoria, transphobia, or oppression." 

"And have you experienced those things?" 

"Not transphobia or oppression, because I haven't come out yet. But dysphoria, yes. I've 
often felt depressed about the body I was born with." 

"So tell me," Jack said, "why do you want to be a guy?" 

"It's not a question of wanting," Charles said, "I am a guy. I had the incorrect gender label 
imposed on me at birth and now I intend to live as who I am, rather than being forced to act a 
role forced on me by society." 

"So you say.” Jack stopped for a gulp of beer. "What about your similarity to transabled 
people? From what I've read, these are people who want to cut off one of their legs, or arms, or 
get rid of their eyes, because they feel that the limb, or their sight, or whatever, doesn't belong to 
them. The medical literature explains this by saying that apparently they have a neurological 
problem with how their brains map their bodies. Is that why you wanted to cut off your breasts?" 

"Now you are being insulting," Charles said. 

"No, I'm seeking information, that's all. You committed what's termed an act of indecency 
on a dead body, and I want to make sure that your claim to be transgender isn't covering up 
something sinister. And, I also think that the mutilation of your body needs more justification 
that just 'wanting' to be a guy." 

"All right, let's get into it," Charles said. "I've already told you that it's not a matter of just 
‘wanting.’ And no, I don't fall in the category of 'transabled."" 

"T'll accept that for the time being, but I may come back to it," Jack said. "You said that 
you're ready to fight for the chance to be who you are. Who are you fighting?" 

"The Brothers of Boundless Space, of course!" Charles looked surprised. "And my father, 
since he's head of the church for Colorado. The organization interprets scripture in a very literal 
way. Since the bible says that humans were created as two distinct sexes, the church insists that 
gender identity is determined by biology, not one's self-perception." 

"That seems reasonable," Jack said. 

"It's reasonable for the majority, if not for various minorities. But the church is determined 
that everybody has to be the same. They use scare tactics in sermons and all their publications. 
For example, they insist that not only does transgenderism deny the principle of reproduction, it's 
destructive to the family and society, and offends God. Oh yes, and they say that teaching 
children to accept transgenderism as an okay thing constitutes child abuse. Pretty much the same 
arguments they used against homosexuality way back in the day." 

"Do you think they go overboard with their arguments?" Jack asked 

"Absolutely! After all, homosexuality has been observed in many other animal species, but 
homophobia has been observed in only one, and that is the human species." Charles paused for a 
mouthful of beer. "I think somebody famous said that, but I don't remember who it was." 

Jack pulled a pamphlet out of his jacket pocket. "I picked up this BOBS propaganda in the 
library." He opened it and scanned down to the paragraph he wanted. "It says here doctors affirm 
that sexual identity is written on every cell of the body and can be determined through DNA 
testing. And that it cannot be changed." 

"That's certainly what they want people to believe," Charles said, "and I agree that the 
statement is generally true, but it doesn't allow for exceptions to the rule." 

"So why are you trying to convince me that you're male when you're obviously female?" 


"Because I am male. I've had several medical tests done that prove what I say about myself. 
I don't have the documents with me, but I can produce them if you need to see them." 

"And these are?" 

Charles ticked off the items on his fingers. "First, I have a genetic mosaic. Some cells are 
the female XX and some are the male XY, but the majority are XY. Second, I've had MRI scans 
which show that my brain structure is more male than female. Females tend to have verbal 
centers on both sides of the brain, but I have only one verbal center, on the left hemisphere." 

Jack couldn't help a wry smile. "So that's why all the jokes about women talking so much. 
They actually do talk more than men." 

"I guess," said Charles. "And there was a third test, of brain circuitry. Mine is more male 
than female." 

"But how come you were born with a female body?" 

"Hormones and genes sometimes get mixed up in the womb, which then spits out a baby 
with the body of one sex, and the mind of the other. Or the body of one sex, but the 
chromosomes of the other. Or some other weird combination thereof. Many are born with both a 
penis and a vagina. The statistics say that one out of every hundred babies is intersex to some 
degree." 

"That seems very strange." 

"Why? Most babies are born normal, but quite a few are also born with cystic fibrosis, or 
hemophilia, or Down syndrome." 

"Good point," Jack said. "I've never had kids but, like other people I've known, I would 
assume that any child I fathered would be born normal. Must make it tough on parents with a 
child that has both sets of genitals. How do they choose which sex to raise them as?" 

"Back a couple of hundred years, doctors recommended raising them as females, which 
meant surgery so that only female genitalia remained. But that was no guarantee that when the 
baby became an adult, its gender identity would develop as female." 

Jack had a sudden vision of the surgeon's knife slicing into soft, tender baby flesh and found 
himself wincing. 

Charles finished his mug of beer. "We've become more civilized, according to the doctor I 
went to for my scans. The tests that were done on me are now routinely done on such babies and 
the doctors can come to a more informed opinion on which sex they are. Sometimes the parents 
don't want to make a choice right away. They wait until the child grows up, hoping that will 
reveal more information." 

Jack shook his head. "Not a procedure that would sit well with some parents." 

"Especially those in the church," Charles said drily. "They still go for the genital surgery 
right after birth. With them, everything is black or white. No in-between." 

"Did you have such surgery?" Jack asked. 

"Not as far as I know. When I was quite young, I asked both my father and my sister if I was 
born normal, and they both said yes." Charles shrugged. "My father could have been lying. And, 
if there'd been an operation, for sure nobody would have told my sister about it." 

"Did you check with your family doctor?" 

"I've never bothered to do that, since he's a member of the church, and he'd probably tell me 
what he wanted me to believe. And now I'm stuck with the fact that since I can't change my brain 
structure, I have to change my genital structure." 

"You're not forced to change it, surely." 

Charles paused for a moment. "No, but I want to. I'll never physically be a man in all 


respects, but I'll be a lot happier when I look like one, naked as well as clothed." 

"Okay," Jack said, "you obviously know what you're talking about on the technical end." He 
noticed that Charles had relaxed; his shoulders were no longer stiff. But he wasn't going to let the 
guy off just yet. "What about translating it into reality? So you're a guy. Do you like baseball?" 

Charles looked surprised, but didn't appear to tense up. "You really are traditional, aren't 
you?" He laughed. "Yeah, I like baseball, but I'd rather play than watch. I played as a kid and I 
was good at it. I could knock the ball right out of the field. However, when I was about eleven, 
my father wouldn't let me play anymore. He said it wasn't appropriate for girls, in spite of all the 
arguments my mother came up with." 

"Did she know you were queer?" 

"No, and at eleven, neither did I, though I knew that there was something wrong." 

"What about cars?" Jack demanded. "Do you like messing with cars? Racing?" 

"Cars aren't in anymore," Charles replied. "Or hadn't you noticed?" 

Stung, Jack said, "Depends who you talk to. I know a guy runs an auto repair shop. I could 
get you a job there as a mechanic. How about it?" 

"No thanks," Charles said. 

"Afraid of getting your hands dirty?" 

"My mother was bed-ridden for the last year of her life. I changed her diapers a dozen times 
a day." 

The picture which that comment created stopped Jack for a moment. "Okay, point taken," he 
said. "One last question. Who do you want to have sex with?" 

"Well, it sure as fuck isn't you!" 

Jack started to laugh. The laugh came up from his belly and blew across the room like a 
fresh wind, draining from him the frustration and tension of the past couple of weeks. 

Charles stared at him for a few seconds, and then he began laughing too. That got Jack going 
all over again and the two whooped and chortled until the bartender came over and said, "Any 
chance I can hear the joke?" 

Jack sat back, gasping for breath. "Sorry, you had to be there. It's way too long to repeat." 
He looked into his beer mug, and then into Charles's mug. "We need more beer, and how about a 
plate of nachos?" 

"On the way." 

When the bartender had gone to fill the order, Jack said, "Are you going to be a tour guide 
the rest of your life? Seems like a nothing job to me." 

Charles shook his head. "I haven't spent the last five years studying computer technology so 
I could be a tour guide. I just got my degree, and I have a job lined up in research. One good 
thing about my father being an archbishop is that I've had enough experience being his 
administrative assistant that I'll probably get into management fairly fast. If I want to, and I'm not 
sure yet whether I do." 

"Cool! So you're just about ready to bust out." 

Charles gave him a speculative glance. "I take it you're okay with my answers.” 

"I knew most of what you told me already," Jack said. "But I needed to be sure that you're 
for real." 

The bartender delivered two mugs of beer and a plate of nachos. Jack sniffed at the hot, 
melted cheese with appreciation. "Your church seems to be obsessed with sex. If they don't 
believe that the creator could be so careless as to mix up body and mind functions, how do they 
explain the babies born with those diseases you mentioned? Or the ones born missing a limb?" 


"They don't explain it. Except to say it was the creator's will." 

"Your church needs a new name," Jack said. "How about the Fraternity of Universal Cosmic 
Kinship?" 

Half a second pause, then Charles laughed. "Good one! I need to remember that for when 
life gets tough.” 

"I have some information that might be useful to you," Jack said. "You said something about 
the possibility that your father lied to you. Do you know how to tell if somebody is lying?" 

Charles shook his head. "No." 

"The knowledge comes from my sinful but profitable hours at the poker table," Jack said. 
"You can tell by their body language when people are likely telling a lie. Some will avoid 
making eye contact. Some will touch some part of their face, like scratching the nose or behind 
an ear. They move their head suddenly, or even shuffle their feet. There are many different clues 
and you can only learn them by watching and listening." 

"Thanks! That may be very useful." 

"There's one question you didn't answer," Jack mumbled, his mouth full of nachos. "Which 
sex do you want to take to bed?" 

"Girls. I've always been interested in girls. I've never tried to do anything about it, but yes, 
girls." 

"That's handy! You're going to match up after all." Jack reached for another tortilla chip, 
then stopped. "All right, here's another question. How much of what we are as human beings do 
you think comes from our genes? And how much from social conditioning, from the culture we 
happen to live in?" 

Charles grinned. "We better get another plate of nachos. This is going to take all night." 


Chapter 12 Stakeout 


Jack decided to hold a strategy conference in his office, where he could easily refer to his 
case files. Lucie brought in a couple of chairs from her office next door and Jack ordered three 
tall coffees and a dozen chocolate chip cookies. Chocolate equals energy, he thought, or so Lucie 
kept saying. If Scott Perry wanted a brain boost, he no doubt carried drugs with him. 

The second to arrive was Super Pilot, aka Scott Perry. "Wanna see something scary?" 

"Sure," Jack said. 

Super Pilot flipped up the face panel on his helmet and treated Jack to a blessedly short 
glimpse of the skeleton within. Then the Biodroid picked up one of Jack's business cards and 
appeared to read it. 

Jack braced himself. 

"You have a friendly relationship with Satan, am I right?" 

"Some people probably think he is Satan," Lucie muttered, as Chief Adam Nevin came in 
and took the last chair. She was getting as short-tempered as Jack but he wasn't sure whether it 
was due to this frustrating case or her home life. 

"I don't know that I'd call it friendly," Jack said. "But we are acquainted. Would you care to 
hear the story?" If the story was good enough, maybe everybody would leave him alone about 
his name. If it was long enough, they'd definitely leave him alone. Maybe even leave. But no, 
he'd better keep it short. 

Super Pilot gave him a thumbs-up, and said, "Yes!" Lucie rolled her eyes. The Chief sighed. 

"First of all, you have to know that Jack O. Lantern is not my original name." Which, of 
course, was a lie, but Super Pilot would never know that. 

"One night I went out for a night's drinking and, on the way home, I met the Devil. Being in 
a frivolous mood, I tricked him into climbing a tree. Once he'd perched high up on a branch, I 
took out my jackknife and cut a sign of the cross into the bark, which meant he was trapped up 
there." 

"Why?" Lucie asked. "Couldn't he have flown away? I thought the Devil was supposed to 
have wings." 

Jack said, "If you keep arguing with me, the story is just going to get longer." 

A rap at the door preceded the delivery of coffee and cookies. Lucie grabbed her coffee and 
a cookie and said, "Sorry. Get on with it then." 

"The Devil and I made a bargain," Jack said. "I told him I'd let him down out of the tree if he 
renounced any claim to my soul. He agreed. Since I was now guaranteed entry into heaven, I 
went on having a wild time, full of drink and drugs and what most religions call sins. One stormy 
night, I ran my car into a ditch and died. To my disappointment, heaven wouldn't let me in. And 
the Devil wouldn't let me into hell." 

"Does that mean the police department is purgatory?" the Chief asked. 

Jack ignored him. "The Devil threw a live coal straight from the fires of hell at me and, since 
it was a cold night, I put the coal in a hollowed-out turnip to protect it from the breeze so it 
would keep on burning. Then we went wandering, me and my lantern, looking for a place to rest. 
I couldn't find such a place, so I changed my name to Jack O. Lantern, and joined the police 
force." 

"Well," said Super Pilot, "I can't think of a thing to say." 

The Chief was obviously relieved to get the conversation back on a business basis. "We've 


checked and double-checked the tapes of your time with Charger," the Chief said to Super Pilot, 
"and apparently he didn't have anything to say, either." 

Super Pilot lifted his face plate an inch and let it click back into place. "I don't believe 
Charger is responsible for these killings." 

"But who else could it be?" Jack demanded. 

"That's what we have to find out,” the Chief said. "It's been a week since Scott started 
watching Charger and nothing has happened. Why don't we leave Charger to the surveillance 
camera, and start watching Dorset Street?" 

"Could be a total waste of time," Lucie said. "We don't even know that there will be another 
killing, never mind when it might happen." 

"I'm willing to gamble a week on it," the Chief said. "It seems to be our only choice at the 
moment, since we still haven't got Charger's DNA. What do you think, Jack?" 

"What's the hold-up on the DNA?" 

"You won't believe this," the Chief said, "but the cleaner who does Charger's house refused 
to provide us with that evidence. And nobody else goes in there." 

"Did you offer to bribe the cleaner?" Lucie asked. 

The Chief sighed again. "What do you think? But the woman has some kind of hero-worship 
thing for the Hyborg. She refused to do anything that might upset him." 

"T think surveillance of the street will be time wasted," Jack said, "but, like the Chief, I'm 
willing to gamble a week on it. I am not going to let this case beat me." He'd played chess for 
three solid hours the night before and made two bad moves because he couldn't keep his mind off 
the Dorset Street killings. "We'll need a place where we can watch without being seen. I think I 
can arrange for that." 

The Chief asked, "Where?" 

"Somebody owes me," Jack said. He didn't want to mention Clarissa/Charles. 

Super Pilot spoke up. "There's no guarantee the next killing will be in Dorset Street." 

"When did you get to be such a pessimist?" the Chief asked. 

"La, la, la!" Super Pilot said, doing a little dance that rattled the bones inside his metal skin. 
"I'm never pessimistic. Just trying to equal Jack in logic, and mention that possibility in case 
you'd all forgotten." 

"Leave my logic alone," Jack said, "or I'll reach into that helmet and drag your skull out 
bone by bone." 

"Really?" Super Pilot issued a delighted laugh. "I can hardly wait! Will you do it so it 
tickles? Pretty please?" 

The meeting broke up, not a moment too soon. Jack waited until everyone had gone, then 
closed his office door, and called Clarissa Jenkins. "I need a favor," he told her. "We want to put 
a watch on the Dorset Street murder sites. Can you give us access to some space through the 
tunnels?" 

"Ican," she said, "since I'm in charge of them and have all the keys. But you won't need to 
use the tunnels. Remember where you saw me the morning of the first killing?" 

"Sure, on a small balcony almost right above it." 

"That apartment is still empty and I can get you a key for it. I'll tell the manager I'm going to 
use it. How long will you need it?" 

"We want to stake it out for a week," Jack said. "This is a real long shot, but we have to give 
it a try." He was both disappointed and relieved that he wouldn't have to walk around 
underground. "When can I meet you?" 


"T'll buy you a drink at the Deuces Wild," she said. "Five tonight?" 

"Wouldn't miss it." Would it be Clarissa or Charles meeting him? He'd bet on Charles. 

Later that evening, before he went home, Jack got the techs to go to the apartment and set up 
cameras and recording equipment. They also hooked up another connection to the camera 
focused on Charger out at the military base to a view screen in the apartment. If they were going 
to eliminate Charger as a suspect, they needed to be watching him at the same time they were 
watching another killing. If it happened. 

Satisfied with the technical aspect, Jack assigned duties. Willis would be on watch until 
midnight, then a team of two detectives would do the graveyard shift. He decided to do a 
graveyard shift two days hence himself, along with Super Pilot and Lucie. He was curious to see 
what the night traffic was like through New London. And that, he thought, was very likely all 


he'd see. 


At eleven-thirty Wednesday night, Jack went up the stairs of the old apartment building to 
the second floor, followed by Super Pilot and Lucie, and entered the unit loaned to them by 
Clarissa. He noted, with amusement, that the building did boast a modern elevator and perfectly 
adequate electric lights. It made sense, of course. The BOBS might eschew modern conveniences 
for themselves, though he doubted that they did, but they could hardly ask paying tenants to 
share their prejudices. 

Once the surveillance team on the afternoon shift had gone, they settled down behind the 
two windows that overlooked Dorset Street and left the door open to the small wrought iron 
balcony overlooking the street. Jack said to Lucie, "This assignment should make your mother 
happy,” he said. "She'll get to have you home all day tomorrow and the night as well." 

Lucie said, "Guess again, pumpkin. Kiska's already upset that she has to spend tonight by 
herself and has been making sure I know that. After all, strange apparitions, like Scott here, 
might break in and harass her." 

"Sorry about that, Orphan." Jack decided to watch through the window rather than sit at the 
view screen for the camera. If anything was going to happen, he wanted to see it live rather than 
in digital form. 

The shift began with Jack, wearing his cowboy hat, watching Dorset street. Lucie, dressed in 
jeans and sweatshirt for a change, watched the view screen of the camera focused on the street, 
and Super Pilot watched the view screen showing Charger. 

After a while, Lucie said, "Do you think it's possible the tunnels under New London extend 
as far as the military base?" 

"Absolutely not," Jack replied. "I already checked that with the city. The maps show that 
they're only under the old part, under New London itself." And, since she held all the keys, he'd 
checked that fact with Clarissa, too. 

Super Pilot was the next to speak. "This is truly disgusting. Charger has been sitting on that 
rock for so long, he's got dust and cobwebs all over him. I wouldn't be surprised if he had a 
mouse nesting in his hair!" 

Jack rolled his chair sideways so he could look over Scott's shoulder. "The plants are 
growing up all around him, too. Is that ivy crawling over his knees? I guess he doesn't care. 
Though I'd have thought he might notice the cobwebs." 

"Nearly drove me crazy when I was out there sitting opposite him," Super Pilot said. "I kept 


wanting to dust him. That cobweb running from his ear down to his shoulder looks like a spider's 
web. Maybe it is a spider's web. Reminds me of when I used to wear a Spiderman mask. That 
was before I got the Superman cape, which I thought had way more class." 

"Do you have a fetish about cleanliness?" Lucie asked. 

"Don't know as I'd go that far," Super Pilot said, "but I do regard myself as a knight in 
shining armor. After all, I keep this suit polished so it shines." 

"You'd get along with my mother," Lucie said, "if she wasn't terrified of you. She likes to 
polish things, too." 

"Oh, I'd never be able to keep up with a lady as stubborn as Kiska," Super Pilot said. "After 
all, I'm just the meat in a metal Ziploc bag." He paused. "Well, I used to be that. Now I'm just the 
bones in a Ziploc bag." 

Jack checked the time and turned back to watch the street. Two a.m. and nothing yet. The 
stage coaches and robot horses had disappeared an hour ago and no walkers had been by for 
twenty minutes. A faint sound of music wafted over from the main downtown area, but 
otherwise New London was silent. Then footsteps echoed in the close-walled street and a lanky 
young man strolled along the cobblestones. 

The crack and thump of the explosion sounded like somebody had dropped a very large 
bomb. 

Jack jumped to his feet. "Holy coon crap, it's Moriarty!" But what did Moriarty look like? 
All he could see was a choking cloud of black smoke that threatened to roll over the street and 
smother him. 

Super Pilot rushed past Jack and out onto the balcony. "My God! It's Charger! That bastard 
lied! It must have been him who killed my mother. How does he do it?" 

A voice roared from the black cloud. "Shit! You're already dead. Same as last time." 

Jack took two giant steps to the view screen that Scott Perry had abandoned. Charger still sat 
on his rock as if he'd been carved from it. Then one thing changed. He slowly raised his head, 
looked directly at the camera, and smiled, displaying all four fangs. Then lowered his gaze and 
returned to his original position. 

"I know it was you," Jack whispered. "Why isn't it you?" But it simply could not be Charger 
down there in Dorset Street. 

Jack went out to the balcony to stand beside Super Pilot. The black cloud was gone and the 
lanky young man had been splattered across the cobblestones and up a wall. Blood dripped down 
the bricks to pool on the street. "That's the fourth victim, and I saw it happen, and I still don't 
know what the son of a bitch looks like!" 

Super Pilot turned to him. "It was Charger." 

"It can't be," Jack said. "Charger is at the military base, sitting right where he's been sitting 
for weeks." 

"Well, it looked like Charger. Maybe he's got a double." 

Jack shook his head. "The Chief already checked on that. Charger is the last Hyborg alive." 

Lucie joined them. "All I saw was a blur." 

"No glimpse of anything? Clothes? Weapon? Shape?" 

"Nothing." 

Jack's shoulders slumped. "Okay, let's get Forensics out of bed." 


Chapter 13_ Charger R/T wins 


Charger R/T, resurrected terminus, perched on a moss-covered old stump in the wilderness 
on planet Crest and smiled. 

Third time lucky! 

But it hadn't been luck, because he'd finally done the math right. He'd figured it out. He 
could now control his travel through time. No more bouncing in and out of time lines, no more 
landing on strange planets or asteroids and trying to find out when and where he was. 

Now he didn't need to return to 4255 CE and force Jet to fix the QEP drive that had sent him 
back through time to kill Abarth. He could direct his own travel. 

It seemed like only ten minutes since he'd landed in 2170 in New London on the same street 
for the third time, killing yet another hapless pedestrian. But for this last jump to Crest, he'd 
picked 2200 and an isolated area, just to test his calculations. And he'd succeeded! His next jump 
would be to 2205 and Abarth. 

Which meant Abarth would die and never again commit wholesale slaughter against the 
human race. 

Then Charger R/T could work on ridding himself of the programming which tied him to 
humans, and go whenever and wherever he liked and do whatever he wanted. Preferably 
somewhere peaceful, without the wars that humans amused themselves with, in their stupidity. 
There must be many places in space where he could enjoy pure mathematics in a peaceful 
silence. 

After a while, a detail from the last trip to New London came to mind. He'd landed for only 
a second before redirecting his journey, but during that second, he'd seen that crazy pilot, 
wearing his ridiculous white scarf, standing on a balcony only a few yards away. The pilot had 
been yelling that it was Charger who'd splattered the young pedestrian from hell to breakfast. 

If the pilot thought Charger had done it, then Charger must have been in New Denver in 
2170. R/T hoped the humans wouldn't be too rough on old Charger. 

Because he had an important date with the Hyborg down the road a few years. 


Chapter 14 Decisions 


Jack sat with Charles Reynolds in the Deuces Wild bar late on a Friday night in September, 
six months after the last killing on Dorset Street in New London. They were working on their 
third beer, after having satisfactorily disposed of most of the world's problems with the first two. 

"I have a question," Jack said. He'd been putting off asking the question, for no reason he 
could think of, except perhaps that he was still hoping for a miracle that would give him the 
answer to the Dorset Street killings. 

"Shoot," said Charles. 

"I'm leaving," Jack said. "I'm emigrating to Crest. It crossed my mind that maybe you'd like 
to emigrate, too. What do you think?" 

Charles looked stunned. "Go to Crest? Like why?" 

"It might be the right opportunity for you to get away from your father and from the BOBS, 
and start your new life." There was another reason. He'd begun to teach Charles how to play 
chess and the man had a brain that wouldn't quit. Jack doubted that Charles's brain would ever 
match his own, but he was developing into a worthy opponent. 

The surprised look on Charles's face gradually relaxed into a smile and, for a moment, Jack 
was afraid the man would lean over the table and hug him. 

"Thank you for that," Charles said. "I'm not going to leave and I'll tell you my reasons in a 
moment. First, I want to know why you're going to Crest. I mean, you've got a great job here, 
and a great reputation, and New Denver is a good place to live." 

"You're right on two counts," Jack replied, "but wrong about my reputation. For the very 
first time in my life, I've been hit with a case I can't solve." 

"T haven't heard anybody say a word about your reputation, except to praise it. Everybody 
I've talked to thinks you did a great job trying to find the Copycat Killer, considering what you 
had to work with. The newspapers have all been supportive, too." 

"Yeah, I know." Surprisingly, the newspapers actually had become supportive, and had 
taken to calling the perpetrator of the Dorset Street murders the Copycat Killer because the MO 
was exactly the same in every one of the three cases. Jack drained his glass and raised his hand to 
signal for another round. "But it's my opinion that's important. I failed and I know it. And it's 
hard to live with. I want a new job and a new place. A new world will be even better. I'll be able 
to walk around Crest and not be reminded of Charger and my own shortcomings every five 
minutes.” 

"Those memories of Dorset Street will fade in time." 

Jack shook his head. "Not fast enough to suit me. Anyway, my main reason for going is that 
on Crest, I can carry my Colt semi-automatic and won't have to put up with cops carrying smart 
guns." 

"Yeah, sure," Charles said. 

"Crest is the new frontier," Jack said. "I've checked out the rules and regulations and there 
aren't any. Well, hardly any. I'll be able to get information in any unorthodox way I choose and I 
won't get fired." 

"I can't imagine your boss here had any notion of firing you, either," Charles said. 

Jack sighed. "No, Adam says he's sorry to see me go and I believe him. But he understands 
why I have to do it. Now it's your turn. Tell me why you've decided not to leave New Denver." 

"My fight is about to start," Charles said. "I'm going to come out of my closet. The church 


and my father will have to live with it or disown me." 

Jack gave him a high five. "I wish you the best of luck," he said. "Those people will want to 
tear you to pieces, considering who you are." 

"They'll want to, yes. But I'm not going to let them. I intend to be like a pit bull and shake 
them by the throat until they change their antediluvian ideas and rules about what is acceptable. 

"What happens if your father throws you out?" 

"I don't think he can, unless he creates false evidence against me for something unlawful. 
But I'm moving out anyway, because I believe we'll have a better chance of being friends if 
there's some distance between us. I've just rented an apartment and I now have some money in 
case things go sideways. I started making friends outside the church a few years ago, too, so it's 
not like I'm going into this entirely on my own. First thing I'm going to do is take a month off to 
organize my life and my apartment, and then I start my new job as a computer tech." 

"An apartment in New London?" 

Charles laughed. "No way! You know the church owns all that property." 

"Only kidding. So, no more changing clothes in the tunnel?" 

"That's all over with. I've moved most of my possessions into the apartment, and bought 
some new guy clothes. Next Sunday, my father will be back from his tour around the state and 
we'll have a little discussion." 

"Wish I could be here to watch," Jack said. 

"You can always change your mind." 

Jack shook his head. "No. It's taken me six months to come to this decision, and I know it's 
the right one." He rose. "Time I was heading home. I've beat myself at chess twice now, and 
maybe tonight it'll be third time lucky. Are you going to go on with the game?" 

Charles nodded. "Yeah, it's a great game." 

On the way out, Jack said, "I'd like to hear how things turn out. Will you let me know? 

"Consider it done." 


At home in the hills west of New Denver, Jack poured a double scotch, neat, and went out to 
the veranda to savor the view. He'd miss the view, this house, and his friends. But it was time for 
a new life, a new challenge. On a frontier planet, without all the crowds of people and resulting 
laws which could be as much a nuisance as they were a boon, maybe he could be more effective. 

His mind drifted back to the case, as it always did. He'd finally gotten Charger's DNA, after 
persuading Sergeant Nancy Stewart to sneak a used glass from Charger's house. He'd had high 
hopes about that resolving the case, but the results nearly drove him insane. 

Charger's DNA was the same as the trace that had been found at the murder sites and tagged 
as that of the killer. But Charger had been sitting on the military base during the last killing. So, 
there were only two possibilities: Charger could be in two places at once, or it wasn't his DNA 
on the glass. And neither of those possibilities was possible. 

Jack had spent several sleepless nights on that one. 

He'd also spent considerable time listening to the sound tape from the last killing. He 
listened, over and over and over again, memorizing the words and voice of the killer. 

"You're already dead. Same as last time." 

He'd watched the camera footage, too, slowing it down, speeding it up, hoping for some tiny 
thing he could recognize. But every time, all he saw was the roiling black cloud, and all he felt 


" 


was the claustrophobia caused by his fear of choking. 

At least there'd been no more killings in New London, no more bodies splattered on the 
cobblestones. He supposed he should be grateful for that. But all he could do was wonder what 
he'd missed, and curse a brain that wasn't doing its job. 

Jack sighed and went to pour another scotch. There was no point going over the evidence for 
the hundredth time. Sunday morning he'd be headed for Crest and a new life. Then he could put 
all this behind him. 


The next night, Saturday, Jack took Lucie and Super Pilot out for a goodbye dinner. Super 
Pilot was working for the department as an informer, back to his usual undercover role in drug 
cases. Jack had picked a fancy restaurant on the top of a skyscraper, where they had a great view 
of the city twinkling below them. The snow on mountains was lit by the last light of sunset. 

As the three of them rode up the elevator, and walked into the quiet elegance of the 
restaurant, Super Pilot garnered many puzzled looks but, for a change, refrained from opening 
his helmet and baring his skeleton to anyone. 

"T really wish you wouldn't go," Lucie said to Jack, after they were seated and had ordered 
drinks. She raised a glass of white wine to toast him. "Even though I won't miss being called 
Orphan Annie." 

Super Pilot lifted his face plate an inch but, just as Jack was about to grab it, let it click back 
into place. "You should never reveal such details to an informer." 

"You wouldn't dare!" Lucie said. 

"Everybody has a price," Super Pilot said. "Want to hear mine?" 

"Don't feel too bad," Jack said to Lucie. "I had dinner at Adam's house a couple of nights 
ago and he confirmed you're going to get my job." 

Lucie's smile widened to a grin. "Whew! I'll be able to pay my mortgage with no problem. 
Maybe even hire a companion for Kiska." She sobered. "But I doubt I can fill your boots 
adequately." 

"Don't worry about it," Jack said. 

"You should take your own advice,” she said tartly, "and stay here. You could retire in 
twenty years and spend all your time playing chess." 

"I can do the same thing on Crest. Besides, if the age extension experiments work the way 
the scientists are beginning to say, I might be working longer than another twenty years. If I get 
bored, I could bounce from planet to planet. The next stint could be on Mars." 

Super Pilot was clicking his face plate. 

"What?" Jack and Lucie said simultaneously. 

"This idea about a companion for Kiska," Super Pilot said. "Are you serious?" 

"Absolutely," Lucie said. "If I'm going to be head of the Murder Squad, I won't have time to 
listen to amazing tales every night when I get home. The only trouble is, I can't imagine finding 
anyone who'd put up with her." 

"How about me?" Super Pilot said. 

They both stared at him. "Are you serious?" Lucie asked. 

Super Pilot struck a pose, with his hand on his heart, or where his heart would have been if 
he had one. "I'm a tin man," he said, "I'm a hollow man who needs a heart, and lungs, and a 
stomach, and, well, I won't go into any more detail because you might be embarrassed. I'm 


empty, my brain deadened by drugs. Looking after somebody might fill me up and bring me 
back to life." 

"She'd drive you crazy," Lucie said flatly. 

Super Pilot reached across the table and touched Lucie lightly on the hand. "Haven't you 
noticed? I already am." 

Lucie still looked doubtful. "She'd tell you stories until your ears fall off." 

"I can beat her telling stories any day of the week," Super Pilot scoffed. He pointed at his 
helmet. "What ears? Do I look like I have ears?" 

Jack asked, "Does Kiska still talk about him?" 

"Fairly often," Lucie said. "He left a lasting impression." 

"That tends to happen when you're made of metal," Super Pilot said. He turned to Jack. 
"Wanna see something scary?" 

"No!" Jack exclaimed. "Not here!" 

"Then make her hire me." 

Jack shook his head. "I can leap tall buildings in a single bound, but I don't have the power 
to make Lucie do anything." 

Lucie said, "I'd have to admit to her that you're real, and that I brought you to the house that 
time you scared her into next week. She might never forgive me." 

"Do you care?" asked Jack. 

Lucie stared at him for a minute. "Actually, no, I don't." 

"So, what's the problem?" Super Pilot asked. "You don't have to worry about your mother 
being frightened of me. She's a tough lady, she'll get over it. Besides, she'll never be able to resist 
my powers of persuasion." 

Lucie paused, but only for five seconds. "Okay, it's a deal." 

"Whee!" Super Pilot said. "Wanna see something scary?" 

"No!" Jack and Lucie said at the same time, each of them grabbing one of Super Pilot's 
hands. 


Chapter 15 Moriarty 


Planet Crest turned out to be a little wilder than Jack expected, with a single growing town, 
and a police department consisting of only one man. After he reviewed the history of the place, 
he realized he shouldn't have been surprised. 

The first spaceship hadn't landed until 2105, and only three hundred people came with the 
ship to claim the place for America. But, in the sixty-five years that had passed, the population 
doubled and, with the first batch of children now adult, it would soon triple and quadruple. 

It took him only a week to settle in. The resident cop wanted to retire and was delighted to 
relinquish his office and files. He had also made arrangements for Jack to rent a small house in 
the forest outside of town, and other people helped with furniture and food preparation 
equipment. The evening of the seventh day after his arrival, Jack found himself sitting at a small 
table with a comfortable chair on either side of it, and his chess game laid out in front of him, 
ready to go. All he lacked was a bottle of scotch, and he'd take care of that the following day. He 
smiled as he made his first move. 

A week after that, he received a long communication from Charles. The language was so 
vivid and clear that Jack could easily imagine himself present at the long-awaited confrontation. 


Dear Jack: 


As I promised, here's what happened at the meeting with my father on the day you left for 
Crest. As usual, we attended church service (the last one for me!), walked through the streets of 
New London and had lunch at his favorite restaurant. I told him that I had something important 
to discuss with him and, when we returned to the house, I had tea and cookies served to us in the 
small drawing room where I first met you. We sat in the same chairs that you and I used, with a 
small table between us for cups and plates. 

I'd desperately wanted to dress as Charles, because looking like myself would have given me 
strength for the emotional battle ahead. But I judged that would be too much of a shock, and 
angry words might have been said before I had a chance to say my piece. Then, as I stared at the 
wig in my hand, the thought that he might not even recognize me made me laugh. A nervous 
laugh, I will admit, as I glanced at my female self in the mirror, but it got me moving. 

The archbishop wore the same benevolent, fatherly smile that he has always bestowed on 
me, and I had a moment of sheer body-shaking terror. Sweat poured from my arm pits down my 
sides, and dampened the back of my neck. The skies would fall, or my father would kill me, or 
the god I didn't believe in would strike me dead. I'd practiced my little speech many times, but I 
simply could not begin. I delayed the conversation by fussing with the tea things until I realized 
I'd reverted, for a moment, to being a small girl again. A small girl who idolized her father and 
thought that he was right about everything. 

That brought me back to my grown-up self. Not small, not a girl, and definitely in charge of 
my own life. Still, I couldn't keep my voice quite steady when I said the fatal words. 

"Father, I want you to know that I'm not who you think I am. I'm not your daughter Clarissa, 
I'm your son Charles. I'm sorry to be so blunt, but we have to start somewhere." 

I was shaking so much I couldn't go on and I waited for him to reply. I had expected to see a 
stunned look on his face, but he was — there's no other word for it — expressionless. He simply 


sat there and looked at me. 

I was afraid he didn't understand, so I rushed into a garbled explanation of my history, of 
when I'd first recognized I wasn't like other girls, when I realized that I was male. I told him I'd 
had my breasts removed when I went to San Francisco. I told him all kinds of things which I now 
doubt that he really heard. 

Then he leaned across the table and took my hand in his. "My dear child," he said, in that 
smooth voice that I'd once found so soothing and reassuring, "my dear daughter! You're my little 
girl and I love you. And I've known all along what you were doing, what you were planning. It's 
all right, don't worry, because I do love you, and I always will. You'll always be my precious 
little girl." 

This reaction stunned me into silence. I'd expected him to rant and rave, maybe even cry. I'd 
expected him to threaten me, or hit me with the religious cant. Or maybe even physically hit me. 
And there he was, saying he loved me. I couldn't believe it. 

He squeezed my hand and smiled. "Yes, I knew what you were doing. Remember Maria, the 
woman who confessed the same sort of thing to me?” 

I managed to nod. 

"I did that for you," my father said. As he spoke, he pulled at his right ear lobe with his free 
hand. "I was so afraid that you would betray what you were thinking and feeling, and that the 
elders would go after you. So I was rough on Maria. She needed firm direction and I gave that to 
her, but I went too far. I still feel guilty about her death." 

As for me, I was literally crushed with guilt. The weight of it prevented me from moving or 
speaking. Was I the cause of Maria's death? Did she lose her life because Daddy had been trying 
to keep me safe? Was he now suffering because of his actions? The blood pounded in my veins, 
my heart pounded in my chest. And the questions kept coming, one after another. 

Had my selfish desires caused Maria's death? Was I really a man, a male? Were my test 
results accurate? Maybe they'd been mixed up with someone else's. Maybe I really was Clarissa. 
Maybe I'd just been living a fantasy all these years. Maybe Daddy was right, had always been 
right, just as I'd believed when I was little. Daddy was wise and he loved me and I'd been so 
wrong to doubt him. 

I began to think about destroying my wigs and my male clothing, about subletting the 
apartment I'd rented. I tried to imagine what I could do to atone, to make it up to my father, what 
I could do to make things right with the church. The thought of those actions hurt like a knife 
slicing into my flesh but maybe that was what I deserved. 

My father had gone on talking, something about forgiveness and seeking help from the 
church and the creator. I wasn't paying much attention to his words. Then my mind focused on 
the fact that I'd thought of him as 'Daddy.' I'd fallen back into my eight-year-old self again, 
believing he was my hero. I felt like an android, like a robot, and he was holding the controller 
and pushing the buttons. And that thought rang true. But the buttons he was pushing were my 
emotions. 

I began to come out of my fog of guilt and self-recrimination and think about his actual 
words. And then I realized he couldn't possibly have known all along what I was planning. If he 
had, he'd have said something long ago. 

There was something else, too. When he made his first little speech, he'd been pulling at his 
right earlobe. I remembered, with a sudden, vivid clarity, that happening before. He'd done it 
when I was six years old and he insisted that Santa Claus was real. He'd done it when he told me 
that my mother was responsible for naming me 'Clarissa,' a name I'd always hated as being 


feminine and fussy. My mother had already told me she didn't like the name any more than I did, 
but he'd insisted on it. 

Then I remembered what you told me about reading body language in poker games. You 
gave me a wonderful gift with that information, Jack, because now it was obvious to me that my 
father had lied when he said he knew what I was planning and that he still loved me. He was 
manipulating me, working to get me back on the straight and oh-so-narrow path that the church 
demands of everyone. 

All I could think to do at that moment was make him understand that I was telling him the 
truth, and that I would not compromise. 

I pulled my hand away from his, stood up, and said, "I don't think you heard me, father. I 
know who I am and I intend to continue the transitioning process. I hope, when you've had a 
chance to think about it, that you'll realize I'm still the same person you loved when I was a small 
child. I want us to be friends." 

His face did have an expression now. He was red, no doubt with fury, and he snapped, 
"Clarissa, sit down and apologize to me at once! I will not tolerate such impertinence from a 
child of mine. Nor will I permit you to be so stupid as to commit such hateful sins against our 
creator." 

"Daddy," I said, with all the sweetness I could muster, "go fuck yourself." 

I ran up the stairs to my room, and locked myself in, while I changed into my Charles 
clothes and packed the last few things that were mine. Then I called a taxi. It wouldn't be fair to 
try talking to him, or reconciling with him, until he'd had a chance to cool off and really think 
about what I'd said. After all, I'd had years to think about the situation; he'd had only ten minutes. 

I'm settled in my apartment, and feeling free, for the first time. Thanks again, Jack, for your 
words of wisdom about poker and body language. 

I hope you're enjoying Crest. I'll write again when I have more news. 


Best, Charles. 


Over the next couple of years, Jack received several letters from Charles, telling him how 
things were going. As he'd predicted, the archbishop and the BOBS disowned him, but his 
siblings both seemed happy that he was happy. He'd had his final transitioning surgery and 
claimed to be satisfied with the results. And, as the icing on the cake, he was doing well in his 
job and had already been promoted. 

Charles hadn't mentioned any romantic attachments and, in his own letters, Jack didn't ask. 
He wondered if the archbishop would ever break down and resume a relationship with his son. It 
would be difficult for him to do as head of the church. 

Jack continued to enjoy exercising his little gray cells over his chess board, and he found 
some friends to play poker with, but he soon discovered that developing and creating were 
satisfying, too. In the next few years, along with building the police department into an efficient 
force of some two dozen people and importing the latest technology, he participated in 
experiments with molecular gene therapy, which looked, amazingly, like it might eventually 
allow humans to be immortal. 

Thus, in 2205, at the age of seventy-five, Jack was still healthy and still working as captain 
of the Crest police force, but training his second in command to take over. The science of life 
extension boasted constant improvements, but Jack was starting to feel like playing more chess 


or backpacking in the wilderness, and doing less policing. 

He still dreamed of his last case in New Denver, reliving the frustration of failure, and still 
dreamed of finding Moriarty. He was no longer bitter, but the case of the Copycat Killer 
continued to be a nagging itch whenever his mind touched on it. 

The year 2205 turned out to be critical for Crest and its population. Jack and his side-kick, 
Ann, found a missing girl, dead, inside a small Gray scout ship. They captured, and seemingly 
killed, the Gray pilot which had kidnapped the girl. However, when the scientists decided it was 
a robot, and turned it back on to prove their point, it alerted the roving battle fleet of the Grays. 
These aliens attacked Crest and killed all but a few of the humans. Those still alive were taken 
prisoner and loaded aboard the Gray ships. 

Jack, in spite of his broken leg and arm, managed to get himself into a Battle Mech suit, 
which supported his body and provided him with pain-killing drugs as well as a variety of 
weapons. On the ship, he contrived to release the other prisoners and, with the advice of an old 
man called Abarth, they rushed the Grays in the cockpit of the spaceship and killed them. 

Again on Abarth’s advice, Jack plugged his suit into the controls and found, to his surprise, 
that he was able to fly the ship. Then he found he was also able to attack the other ships and kill 
the Grays piloting them. He slaved the rest of the ships to his controls and flew them to a 
habitable world. 

Though Jack didn't realize that this apparently habitable world was an illusion created by 
Abarth, he was suspicious of Abarth because everything the old man wanted done seemed to 
work so easily. In fact, he was sure that none of it was even possible. But since there seemed 
nothing he could do except to go along with the odd stranger, he decided to simply wait and 
observe. 

Then came a sudden explosion on the surface of the planet, a violent, shocking explosion 
that made the ground ripple and shake. 

Charger R/T rose from his crouched position, the perfect image of a vicious demon twisted 
with hate and vengeance. All around him, the ground was blasted and distorted. 

The only one to understand what the explosion meant was Abarth. He knew because he’d 
caused the same kind of explosion when he landed on an isolated area of Crest. The fear in his 
eyes showed Jack clearly how bad things were. “What is it? What do you know, old man?” Jack 
asked as he grabbed Abarth’s arm. 

“We have to go now!” shouted a panicking Abarth, his fear almost palpable. “Board the 
ships, board the ships!” 

The small group of survivors rushed about, confused and afraid. Jack was not inclined to 
believe this latest event was real, either, though he'd heard the explosion, like everyone else. He 
started a radar scan of the area to search for whatever Abarth seemed so afraid of but he had no 
luck detecting anything. 

Now Charger R/T appeared. Moving like a blur, he had traveled from the site of the 
explosion to stand in front of Jack, his beastly grotesque form towering over the man. 

It was Charger! Stunned, Jack stared at the Hyborg. Then he began to doubt himself. Was 
this truly Charger? It looked the same, yet there was something different, something that spoke 
of violent, barely leashed power. 

Jack tripped a little as he tried to retreat, but managed to hit Charger R/T with hundreds of 
rounds of gunfire. This did nothing to stop Charger R/T’s advance. He simply walked past Jack, 
calm and cool, directly toward Abarth. 

“Help me!” Abarth yelled repeatedly, and the survivors were grabbing any weapon they 


could in an effort to help a fellow human. All they could see and understand was that an ugly 
demon was attacking an old man, and the instinct to protect their own was stronger than their 
fear. 

Time seemed to slow as Charger R/T advanced on a retreating Abarth. Jack used the Battle 
Mech suit to further attack Charger R/T from different angles, hoping to find a weakness he 
could exploit. For a brief moment, the demon stopped, looked directly into Jack’s one good eye, 
growled like a rabid dog, and then lunged at Abarth. 

Charger R/T had been waiting for this moment for a long time, planning to destroy Abarth 
by completely disassembling the man at the molecular level, then scattering the molecules to 
every point in the galaxy. With modern technology, from the mid 4000s, Abarth might have 
reassembled himself on this particular time line, though it would have taken him millions of 
years to do so. However, such a feat in 2205 was impossible. He had traveled back in time nearly 
two thousand years. But technology could not travel back through time. Only bodies and minds 
could make that journey and thus, Abarth had no way of saving himself. 

Charger R/T emitted an extraordinary flash of light, temporarily blinding most of the 
survivors. Caught in Charger R/T’s two great hands, Abarth was compressed and crushed, his 
long bones cracking and breaking under the compaction, his ribs snapping like small twigs. 
Abarth’s one visible eye stared fearfully into the milky white eyes of Charger R/T’s distorted 
face. Abarth’s entire body, now squashed to the size of a soccer ball, was reflected in Charger 
R/T’s eyes for Abarth to witness before he disintegrated. 

A rage of noise erupted from Charger R/T, along with a blast of heat so powerful that 
everyone near him felt burning air in their lungs. In a blazing flash of white hot light, Abarth was 
destroyed and only Charger R/T remained standing. 

In the Battle Mech suit, Jack was relatively unhurt but confused. He asked Charger R/T, 
“What are you?” 

He knew there was something badly wrong with Abarth’s actions, and felt no sorrow about 
the old man’s fate. And he was sure that questioning a creature that looked like Charger was just 
plain stupid. So he was dumbfounded when the demon answered. 

“T have been hunting Abarth for many years. He is a wanted criminal, responsible for the 
deaths of billions.” 

“How is that even possible?” Jack stumbled over his words, trying to ignore the growing 
pain he felt. 

“Tam from your future. And also from your past,” Charger R/T responded calmly. 

The survivors on the ground, all suffering and many close to death, begged Charger R/T, 
“Can you help us?” 

“No. You're already dead.” Charger R/T replied. 

Thirty-five years fell away from Jack like a handful of snow tossed into a raging fire. The 
words "you're already dead" were etched into his memory. 

He pointed at Charger R/T and screamed, "Moriarty!" 

The demon glanced around at him and Jack said, "You're not Charger, are you?" 

"No," Charger R/T said. "I was cloned from Charger's DNA, but given powers you couldn't 
begin to imagine." 

Jack felt light-headed. No wonder he'd never solved the case! The guilt finally fell away 
from him. It couldn't be counted as failure to be defeated by something that seemed as powerful 
as a god. 

With Abarth gone, the effects of his mental trickery diminished rapidly. The illusion he had 


created of a beautiful and friendly world faded. The planet revealed itself as intensely hostile 
toward human life. 

The suffering was brief. The other survivors were dead within five seconds. Jack, in his 
Battle Mech suit, lasted for ten. 

Only Charger R/T remained to stand upon its surface and choose when and where he was 
going next. 
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About this book 


The first murder victim was splattered like chunky tomato sauce across the cobblestone 
street and up a brick wall. And subsequent victims suffered the exact same fate, in the exact 
same spot. How could that happen? New London is an ordinary block-square tourist trap in the 
New Denver of 2170. Owned by the Church of The Brothers of Boundless Space, it offers 
history tours and rides in carriages drawn by robot horses. It's a replica of the 1880s London area 
where Jack the Ripper did his dirty deeds. 

Captain Jack O. Lantern thinks a bomb exploded the victims, but Forensics says not. He's 
helped in the investigation by his sidekick, Lucie, who is often distracted by Kiska, her crazy 
mother. And by a Biodroid named Super Pilot, who wears a white silk scarf around his silver 
metal neck and has a strange sense of humor. And, oddly enough, by Clarissa, son of the BOBS 
archbishop. 

Jack suspects Charger the Hyborg. But Charger isn't talking. 
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